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Abstract

This research is a study of the processes of social identification in contemporary
Lebanon. Through the exploration of student activism in a political party, the Free
Patriotic Movement (FPM), it defines social groups in a cognitive and performative
perspective: the sense of belonging arises from the attribution of a shared signification
to the social reality and the representation of the self in this horizon of meaning in
public interactions. Narrativity plays a pivotal role in this twofold process as it
conveys both the signification allocated to the social reality and the emplotment
sustaining the staging of identification in interactional settings. This study argues that,
in plural Lebanon, being engaged in a partisan group means to enter a community of
interpretation, which is analyzed in a triple dimension. Each dimension underlines a
gradual construction of attachment and uncovers specific forms of socialization, all
relying on a narrative core: mediation, incorporation, and integration.

The group is first constructed by positioning in situational interactions — before
everything in the university contexts in which students are inscribed. Collective as
well as personal identity narratives create boundaries and support concrete allocation
of positions in the time and space of social interactions. Identification with the FPM is
primary positioning the self as a member or a supporter of the group, which in turn
bears material consequences in terms of insertion within partisan networks. In that
sense, the group stands out as a community of mediation, i.e. a gathering serving of
interface in social encounters. It is through the mediation of the group and its narrative
storyline that members engage in interactions.

Second, the inscription within social networks and the process of intragroup
socialization means to enter in a community of incorporation. It generates the
Immersion within a culture, a system of shared beliefs and codes. This construction of
joint significations is structured by collective narratives about the group, its boundaries
and its founding stories. Building on the primary socialization of the adherents, which
it transforms to unify the conception of the group, this process of allocation of
meaning sustains the construction of a master narrative defining the dominant public
identity of the group and revealing its internal power structure.

Third, adhesion means constructing the self in the horizon of a polyphonic
collective memory. In that sense, the party becomes a community of integration as
attachment entails the integration of a plurality of memory inherited from the various
social groups in which the actors are evolving into a common plot. Narrative works
here as an integrative concept, allowing the insertion of divergent experience into a
shared representation of the past organized around an emplotment that gives sense not
only to the past, but also to the present and the future. Accordingly, members compose
their own story to stage an identity them have already incorporated. They are, to that
concern, figures of an identity foretold.

Key words: Narrative, Identity, Memory, Socialization, Social ties, Lebanon, Youth.
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Résumeé

A travers I'étude de I'engagement étudiant au sein d'un parti politique libanais, le
Courant patriotique Libre (CPL), ce travail entend explorer les dynamiques de
production de l'attachement et de constitution des groupes sociaux au sein d'une
société plurielle. Un groupe peut étre heuristiquement défini dans une perspective
cognitive et performative: le sentiment d'appartenance serait construit par et manifesté
dans un double processus d'allocation de signification et d'incarnation d'un réle dans
les interactions. A cet égard, la narrativité, parce qu’elle est a la fois action de mise en
représentation et assignation de sens, constitue un des modes de construction et de
réalisation privilégies du lien social. Dans la société plurielle libanaise, appartenir a un
groupe partisan signifie rejoindre une communauté d'interprétation, au sein de laquelle
il est possible de distinguer analytiquement trois dimensions du processus de
socialisation, recourant chacune a un ressort narratif: la médiation, I'incorporation, et
I'intégration.

Appartenir & un groupe partisan signifie tout d'abord se positionner au cours des
activités de la vie quotidienne, en particuliers au sein des espaces universitaires que
fréquentent les étudiants. Ces positions sont construites dans I'espace et le temps de
I'interaction par la mobilisation de récits identitaires collectifs et de présentation de soi
révélant frontieres et démarcations entre groupes. L'identification avec le CPL
correspond donc avant tout a I'adoption d'une position de membre — ou de
sympathisant — du groupe pour la présentation de soi, ce qui, en retour, encourage
I'insertion concréte au sein des activités et des réseaux sociaux partisans. En ce sens, le
groupe devient une communauté de médiation, jouant le réle d'interface entre
I'individu et le monde social extérieur. C'est au travers du groupe que l'individu se
reconnait et est reconnu dans le quotidien, et le récit identitaire collectif médiatisant sa
participation aux interactions sociales.

Appartenir a un groupe partisan signifie ensuite s'insérer a une communauté
humaine, régie par des modes d'interactions routinisés et des représentations
dominantes. L'apprentissage de cette culture et de ces croyances partagées conduit
I’incorporation de figures institutionnalisées définissant le groupe, ses liens, ses
frontieres, et ses récits fondateurs. Opéré sur la base des socialisations primaires des
acteurs, ce processus d'apprentissage touchant les pratiques comme les savoirs tend a
produire une narration dominante fagonnant I'identité revendiquée publiquement par le
parti. Ce récit étalon est structuré par les dynamiques et les relations de pouvoir
internes au groupe et compose le modeéle sur la base duquel I'adhésion est interprétée
en fonction des aspirations et des trajectoires personnelles.

Appartenir & un groupe partisan signifie enfin inscrire son moi au cceur d'une
mémoire multi-vocale, inspirée par l'ensemble des groupes sociaux dont le collectif
porte les héritages. Le parti se fait alors communauté d'intégration, dans la mesure ou
la mémoire qu'il revendique organise autour d'une mise en intrigue spécifique
I'intégration au sein d'une narration unique la pluralité des mémoires vives de ses
membres comme la diversité des cadres sociaux qu'elles integrent. Le recours a la
mémoire pour la mise en récit de l'identification permet l'activation de I'affectivité de
I'attachement tout en assurant l'uniformisation des représentations du passe, des
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perceptions du présent et des anticipations de l'avenir. La narrativité fonctionne alors
comme un concept intégrateur articulant le temps biographique de l'individu, le temps
moyen de linstitution partisane, et le temps long des communautés religieuses
libanaises dans la construction du moi des acteurs. L'identité narrative ainsi formée
constitue un agencement inédit dans les conditions du présent de narrations sociales
héritées du passé. En ce sens, les adhérents du groupe partisan représentent des figures
d'une identité recomposée.

Le détour par l'analyse de la narration de I’attachement permet ainsi de dégager les
caractéristiques du lien partisan dans le Liban pluriel contemporain, fondé sur
I'affactivité et I'activation de frontieres identitaires produites dans et par l'interaction

Mots clés: Narration, ldentité, Mémoire, Socialisation, Liens sociaux, Liban, Jeunesse.
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Tiivistelma

Tutkimuksessa tarkastellaan sosiaalista identiteettid eli samaistumisprosesseja nyky-
Libanonissa. Tutkimuksen kohteena on opiskelija-aktivismi poliittisessa Free Patriotic
Movement -puolueessa (FPM). Tutkimuksessa médritellddn sosiaalisia ryhmié
kognitiivisesta ja performatiivisesta nakokulmasta: kuulumisen tunne syntyy sosiaaliselle
todellisuudelle annetuista yhteisistd merkityksista ja itsensd esittdmisesta julkisessa
vuorovaikutuksessa tastd merkityshorisontista ké&sin. Kerronnallisuus on keskeisessa
asemassa tassd kaksitahoisessa prosessissa, silla kerronnan avulla valitetddn seka
sosiaaliselle todellisuudelle annettuja merkityksia ettd juonellistamista, joka tukee
samaistumisen esittdmistd vuorovaikutustilanteissa. Tutkimuksessa esitetdan, ettd
moniarvoisessa Libanonissa kannattajaryhmééan kuuluminen merkitsee tulkintayhteisé6n
liittymistd. Tat4 eritelld&n kolmen eri ulottuvuuden kautta. Kukin ulottuvuus korostaa
Kiinnittymisen vaiheittaista rakentumista ja paljastaa tiettyja sosialisaation muotoja, joilla
kaikilla on kerronnallinen ydin. N&itd muotoja ovat valittdminen, sulauttaminen ja
integraatio.

Ensinnd ryhm& muodostuu tilanteisiin liittyvassd vuorovaikutuksessa tapahtuvan
asemoitumisen eli positioiden ottamisen kautta, ennen kaikkea opiskelijoiden
yliopistokontekstissa. Kollektiiviset ja yksilolliset identiteettikertomukset rajaavat ja
tukevat konkreettisten positioiden antamista sosiaalisen vuorovaikutuksen ajassa ja
paikassa. Samaistuessaan FPM-puolueeseen yksilé asemoituu ensisijaisesti ryhman
jasenen tai kannattajan positioon, milla on kdytannon seurauksia kannattajaverkostoihin
liittymisen kannalta. Tassa mielessa ryhma on valittava yhteisé (community of mediation),
eli se toimii rajapintana  sosiaalisissa  kohtaamisissa. J&senet  osallistuvat
vuorovaikutukseen ryhman valityksell4 ja sen kerronnallisen tarinan kautta.

Toiseksi  sosiaalisiin  verkostoihin  osallistuminen ja  ryhmédn  siséinen
sosialisaatioprosessi merkitsevét sulauttavaan yhteiséon (community of incorporation)
liittymistd. Yksilot sulautuvat ryhman kulttuuriin eli yhteisten uskomusten ja saantojen
jarjestelmdan. Yhteisten merkitysten rakentumista jasentavat ryhméaé, sen rajoja seké sen
syntya ja perusperiaatteita koskevat yhteiset kertomukset. Tdma merkityksenantoprosessi
perustuu kannattajien ensisijaiseen sosialisaatioon ja muuttaa heitd yhtendistdékseen
késityksen ryhmaéstd. Lisaksi prosessi tukee suuren kertomuksen rakentumista. Suuri
kertomus maéarittdd ryhman hallitsevan identiteetin  ja ilmentdd sen sisdistd
valtarakennetta.

Kolmanneksi kiinnittyminen tarkoittaa itsensé rakentamista monidanisen kollektiivisen
muistin muodostamassa maisemassa. Tassa mielessd puolue on integroiva yhteiso
(community of integration): Kiinnittymisesta seuraa, ettd lukuisat muistot, jotka on peritty
eri sosiaalisilta ryhmiltd, joissa toimijat kehittyvét, yhdistetddn yhteiseksi juoneksi.
Kerronta on t4ssa yhteydessa integroiva tekija, silla se mahdollistaa erilaisten kokemusten
sisallyttdamisen yhteiseen representaatioon menneisyydestd. Representaatio perustuu
juonellistamiseen, joka antaa merkityksen paitsi menneisyydelle my6s nykyisyydelle ja
tulevaisuudelle. Sen perusteella j&senet muodostavat omat tarinansa lavastaakseen
identiteetin, jonka ovat jo omaksuneet. Siten he ovat ennalta méaritellyn identiteetin
henkil6itymia.

Avainsanat: kertomus, narratiivinen tutkimus, identiteetti, muisti, sosialisaatio, sosiaaliset
siteet, Libanon, nuoret.
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Note on transliteration

This work uses a simplified system of transliteration of Arabic terms, derived from the
standards adopted by United Nations Group of Experts on Geographical Names®. It
highlights long vowels and diphthongs (transliterated &, T or yy, and G or w) but does
not mark the emphatic consonants with diacritic signs. Such a system aims at easing
the reading for those not acquainted with the Arabic language while at the same time
enabling the clear restitution of the original word.

In addition, for more convenience, the commonly used names of people,
organizations and places are transliterated according to their conventional spelling in
the Lebanese setting (for example Michel Aoun instead of Mishdl ‘Aiuin, Samir Geagea
instead of Samir Ja ja*, or Jbeil instead of Jbail).

! See: http://www.eki.ee/wgrs/rom1_ar.pdf [September 2013]
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Introduction

“The language of contest, of a pure 'we' against a pure 'they', suppressed life's other realities.”

Michael Gilsenan (1996, p. 164)

This research is a study of the processes of social identification in contemporary
Lebanon. Through the exploration of the student activism engaged in a political party,
the Free Patriotic Movement (FPM), my aim is to examine the dynamics of
attachment, divisions, and conflict in a plural social setting. Bonds, boundaries,
memory of violence, and narratives compose the frames of social interactions, which
in turn play an important part producing the universes of signification in which
partisan affiliations are elaborated, transmitted, appropriated and transformed.

A political articulation of social divisions

Located in the Middle-East, Lebanon has become the symbol of divided societies. A
land of communities (Picard 1997), the country hosts up to eighteen religion-based
groups coexisting in a unique power-sharing political order® The distinctions between
the various communities are generally analyzed against the backdrop of lasting
sectarian identities, which have institutionalized in the personal law and the political
system. All Lebanese citizens are necessarily registered as members of one of the
sects, most frequently the one they were born in. Though these sectarian groups are
confession-based, they constitute in fact social distinctions as neither belief nor the
respect of religious rules determine the affiliation. Confessional categorization is
somehow an empty shell, because it does not account for the multiplicity of potential
religious, political, or social practices, nor of the economic disparities of the people
who compose them. As Albert Hourani noted, “the communities are not, beyond a
certain limit, solid bodies having a single interest or attitude (...)” (1976, p. 34).
However, they nonetheless play a central role in the daily life of the Lebanese. The

2 The Constitution of the Republic of Lebanon, which began in 1990, imposed that 50% of the
members of Parliament are Christian and 50% Muslims. Besides, the common law imposes that the
President of the Republic is to be chosen in the Christian Maronite community while the Prime
Minister is to be a Sunni Muslim and the President of the Parliament a Shiite Muslim. The seats in the
government are also shared between sects as well as numerous positions in the state administration.
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rules organizing marriage, divorce, inheritance, or, to some extend, education are
determined according to the confession. A result of a process of habitualization
(Berger &Luckmann 1966, p. 70), the question of sectarian belonging hangs over a
vast number of social situations. Though, confessions are not the only form of
distinction. Typically, criteria of many kinds are used during encounters to define the
other: the name, the accent, the village or district of origin, the family, or even
appearance. These criteria are integrated into panels of potential affiliations, more or
less highlighted according to the circumstances. These possible assignations generally
operate as cohesive system more than in a hierarchical arrangement (Picard 2006, p.
66). Hence, Lebanese communities, like other social groups only acquire a reality in
“communalization” [Vergemeinschaftung] i.e. the subjective perception to belong to a
same community (Weber 1978 [1922]), mainly constructed during interactional
processes, and especially intergroup relations (Barth 1969).

In spite of its communal nature, shared by many countries in the area, Lebanon was
long considered an exception in the Arab Middle-East. From 1926, the implementation
under the French Mandate (1920-1943) of consensual democracy (Lijphart 1977) has
distinguished the newly formed country from its surroundings. The independence,
proclaimed in 1943, confirmed this orientation with the adoption of the “National
Pact”, a tacit agreement that ensured the sharing of power between the communal
elites. They were governing upon a formula of broad coalition emphasizing consensus
over the majority/minority equation. Communal autonomy and a powerful domination
of economic liberalism led to the development of the Lebanese political entity upon
the model of a “weak-state” and of an economy centered on commercial and financial
interests. However, the idealized vision of the “Swiss of the Near East” rapidly
vanished. Illusion did not come, as it was often said afterward, from the incapability of
the Lebanese to coexist. Rather, the misrepresentation of the Lebanese model
originated in the ignorance of its structural imbalance both social — between merchant
and political elites and deprived populations living in neglected areas — and political as
the country was built on a national narrative deeply inspired by the Christian Maronite
elite (Salibi 1989 [1988]).

The emergence of Lebanon in history already constitutes a political issue. A
multiplicity of episodes have nourished contradictory stories about the origins of what
would become Lebanon before the western powers — mainly France and the United
Kingdom — imposed the constitution of a unified political entity in the 20™ century.
These narratives have mobilized elements dating back to the Phoenicians, an antic
people, urbanized along the eastern shore of the Mediterranean from the third
millennium. The construction of a political entity however originates in the 19"
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century. At that time, the territory of present-day Lebanon was under the control of the
Ottoman Empire, whose domination had started in 1516. Two different worlds
composed this space (Hourani 1976, p. 36-40). On the one hand, was the society of the
coastal cities, which lived primarily from prosperous trades. A mixed, open, and
tolerant universe, these urban societies fostered a cultural and political effervescence
participating in the Arab renaissance, al-Nahda. On the other hand, existed a society of
the Mountain, “a culture formed by a solidarity of clans politically organized by family
hierarchies” (Picard 1997, p. 5), marked by cyclical violence between rival groups.
The Mountain constituted a deeply unequal world in which elite families reigned over
peasant farmers.

The reforms introduced in the Ottoman Empire from the first half of the 19"
century generated an intense political and social turmoil aggravated by the attitude of
the local notables. From 1820, a succession of peasant insurrections and inter-elite
conflicts erupted, culminating in the massacres of 1840 and 1860, mainly between
Druzes and Christians. In 1842, the Ottomans reacted by transforming the
administrative divisions of the territory, now divided between kaymakamate, one
Druze, and one Maronite, hence emphasizing the political shift between communities.
In turn, European powers, pursuing their strategy of weakening of the Ottoman
Empire, interfered and imposed their essentially sectarian understanding of the crises:
France supported the Christian Maronite, the United Kingdom the Druzes, Russia the
Orthodox. They imposed another administrative reform in 1861 implementing a
communal division of power: the territory was now administrated by an unique
governor, a Christian, in the name of the Ottoman Sultan, assisted by a council of
twelve members incorporating the representatives of the six main confessional groups:
the Christian Maronites, Greek-Orthodox, and Greek-Catholic, and the Muslim
Sunnis, Shiites, and Druzes.

The system was maintained until the First World War. Victorious, France and the
United Kingdom enforced a division of the Middle-East in two zones of influence,
according to the famous Sykes-Picot agreement of May 1916, confirmed in the
conference of San Remo in 1920. As a result, France obtained from the League of
Nation a Mandate over Lebanon and Syria. Following the aspirations of their allies,
the Maronite elites, and its economic interests, France proclaimed the state of Greater
Lebanon, grouping the province of Mount Lebanon with the coastal cities of Tripoli,
Beirut, Sidon, and Tyre, the fertile Begaa valley in the East, and the Jabal Amil in the
South. In 1926, the constitution of the First Republic of Lebanon consecrates the
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confessional power sharing, granting a prominent position to the Christians®. However,
the creation of Greater Lebanon was imposed by force against the Arab nationalists
and some reluctant populations®. For decades the issue of the integration of the new
state into the Arab world in general, and the question of the unification with Syria in
particular, dominated the Lebanese politics. The National Pact of 1943 adopted after
the independence of the country organized a compromise negotiated between the
Maronite and Sunni elites, the main political forces of that time. Christians recognized
the “Arab face” of Lebanon, Muslims its distinction from its surrounding.

The conflict resurfaced openly in 1958, at the occasion of a violent internal crisis
opposing the pro-West President Camille Chamoun to Arab nationalists and Leftist
groups aligned on the regional arena with Nasser stances. The rise of the Palestinian
issue from the 1960s and the aggravation of the internal inequalities hence generated
too much pressure for a fragile political formula. The growing presence of Palestinian
commandos operating from the Lebanese territory and the frequent violent lIsraeli
retaliations it entailed finally led to clashes between the Palestinian resistance and the
Lebanese Army. Politically, advocates of the Lebanese sovereignty opposed the
supporters of the solidarity with the Palestinian people. The Cairo Agreement, signed
between the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) of Yasser Arafat and the head
of Lebanese Army in November 1969 came to end the spiral of violence, but only
accentuated the gap between the two sides and their respective supports in Lebanon.
While the Left, led by Kamal Joumblatt, a Druze landlord founder of the Progressive
Socialist Party, along with the Arab nationalists took up the cause of the Fedayin and
called for improvements of the Lebanese political system, the Lebanese nationalist
forces, mainly formed of Christians, refused any reform and rejected the Palestinian
armed presence in the country. The latter started to organize militias in front of the
incapability of the Lebanese Army to prevent Palestinian operations. The cycle of
violence initiated.

On April 13, 1975, yet another clash between PLO fighters and the armed-men of
the Christian Kata'eb Party in Beirut suburban district of Ayn al-Rummaneh led to a
general conflagration. On the one hand, the Lebanese National Movement (LNM), a
leftist coalition grouping under Joumblatt's leadership the PSP, the Lebanese
Communist Party, the Syrian Social Nationalist Party, and Arab nationalist forces,
mainly composed of Muslims, allied the Palestinians. On the other, the Christian

movement constituted a “Lebanese Front”, uniting the political and military

¥ The Christians benefited from a ratio of six to five in all political and administrative positions.
* For example, it was the case of the Shiites of South Lebanon. See Mervin 2008.
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organizations of the three main Maronite leaders, Pierre Gemayel for the Kata'eb,
Camille Chamoun for the National Liberal Party, and Suleiman Franjieh. They were
joined by extremist movements, like the Guardian of the Cedars or the Tanzim [the
Organization]. After one year of fighting, the support of the Palestinians gave the
LNM the upper hand. The Christian leadership turned toward Syria, whose military
intervention from June 1976 led to a stalemate of the conflict. The political opposition
between the revolutionary stances and the conservative forces then rapidly degenerated
into sectarian conflict. Beirut, the capital, divided between the Muslim West and the
Christian East along “the green line”, symbolized the collapsing of the country. The
various successive episodes of this struggle, including the Israeli invasion of 1982 and
multiple internal fights, constituted the Lebanese Wars, lasting between 1975 and
1990.

Fifteen years of fighting played an important part in the habitualization of
intergroup boundaries. The political movements were at the center of the process.
Most of them established militias and took part in the destruction of the Lebanese
political entity, the tearing of its social fabric, and the annihilation of coexistence. The
imbrications between partisan forces and militias were so deep that the word “parties”
[Ahzab] came to refer to the armed groups. As a consequence, the parties became the
main embodiment of the fragmentation of the society. Since then, they have articulated
the social divisions and structured the intergroup conflicts.

Introducing the Free Patriotic Movement

The Free Patriotic Movement (al-Tayyar al-Watani al-Hurr), officially established as
a political party in 2005, is rooted in one of the last episodes of the Lebanese wars: the
experience of its leader, General Michel Aoun, as a Prime minister between 1988 and
1990. At that time, the lack of agreement between factions resulted in a vacuum in the
government, leading President Amine Gemayel to charge Michel Aoun, then chief of
the Lebanese army, to head a military government. Facing much opposition, inside as
well as outside the country, Michel Aoun tried to impose himself by fighting the
Syrian army and the Lebanese militias, especially the Christian Lebanese Forces (LF).
Originally an umbrella organization of the Lebanese Front aiming at unifying the
command of its various militias, the LF soon became the main Christian political actor
and established its domination over the Christian populated areas of the country in
which it constructed a state-like apparatus taking in charge public services, social and
medical care by imposing taxation on the inhabitants. Aoun's political rhetoric claimed
to “bring the state back in”, to face the corrupted and violent militia order. His posture
gained him the support of an important part of the population, especially among
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Christians. Between 1989 and 1990, massive demonstrations rallied toward the
Presidential palace situated in Baabda, near Beirut, in which the General had his head-
quarters. His popularity however did not prevent his political and military failure.
After several months of resistance, Michel Aoun was finally evicted from power by a
Syrian military operation in October 1990.

One year before, in 1989, Michel Aoun had opposed the process of Taef. On the
initiative of the Arab League, the Lebanese Members of the Parliament gathered in the
Saudi Arabian city of Taef and adopted a document of National Understanding on
October 22, 1989. The agreement, sponsored by Lebanese political and military forces
and the international community, introduced changes in the power sharing between the
confessional groups of the country. It notably reduced the powers of the Maronite
President of the Republic to the benefit of the Sunni Prime Minister and balanced the
religious representation between Muslims and Christians in place of the five-to-six
formula. Aoun strongly rejected the agreement “because it did not allow for a
complete Syrian military withdrawal from Lebanon, and decreased the president’s
prerogatives (...) without any other reform of the political system.” (Traboulsi 2007, p.
242) Aoun refusal earned him a strong popular support among the Christian
populations. However, he remained unable to stop the process. A new president, Rene
Moawad, was soon elected on November 5, 1989. Assassinated two weeks later,
Moawad was in turn succeeded by Elias Hrawi. Hrawi named a new Prime Minister,
Salim al-Hoss, and a new head of the Army, Emile Lahoud. Under pressure, Aoun
refused to step back. Two concurrent “legalities” thus coexisted, until the attacked on
Baabda on October 13, 1990. Aoun finally left the Presidential Palace and took refuge
in the French Embassy.

As the General was exiled in France, his followers progressively organized a
clandestine civil movement to protest against the Syrian presence in Lebanon. FPM
activists played an important role in the events of the spring 2005, when, within weeks
of the assassination of the former Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri, popular demonstrations
and an intense international pressure caused the fall of the government sponsored by
Damascus and the withdrawal of the Syrian troops from Lebanon. A few days later, on
May 7, 2005, Michel Aoun came back to Lebanon with the intention to organize
politically his movement. However, the General's return was met with circumspection
by the rest of the political class, frightened by his hard-line stances targeting the
endemic corruption. In spite of its political isolation, the FPM was able to obtain a
great electoral success in the Christian regions, winning 21 of the 128 seats at the
occasion of the Parliamentary elections of the summer 2005. Following this success,
the FPM officially became a political party on September 18, 2005. It recruits mainly
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within the Christian population although it officially campaigns for a secular vision of
Lebanon.

Lebanon in crisis

The Syrian withdrawal as well as the takeover of the Lebanese security apparatus
allied with Damascus generated a reshuffle of the political scene. Two antagonist poles
rapidly emerged. The wide coalition that enabled the party of Rafig Hariri to obtain a
majority in the Parliamentary elections of 2005 collapsed. Like it was the case before,
regional strategies and local issues combined. On the one hand, the Future Movement
of the Hariris, in majority Sunni, the Druze PSP, the Christian Lebanese Forces and
Kata'eb, known of the March 14 coalition in reference to the date of a massive
demonstration demanding the Syrian departure, aligned with the American agenda in
the region. Externally, they consequently strongly opposed the Syrian regime.
Internally, they maintained the economic policies implemented during the 1990s and
the early 2000s under the leadership of Rafig Hariri and denounced the armed
presence of Hezbollah, the powerful Shiite party, whose role in the resistance against
the Israeli occupation of South Lebanon allowed him to keep its military forces. It was
the only armed-group officially not to be dismantled after the end of the fighting in
1990. On the other hand, stood parties regionally allied with Syria, regrouped in the
March 8 coalition, named after a demonstration in support of the national and regional
role played by Damascus. This coalition was mainly composed of the Shiite
movements Amal and Hezbollah, which, in November 2005, departed the electoral
coalition they formed in the summer 2005 with the March 14 alliance. The FPM joined
them in the “national opposition™.

The two sides strongly opposed each other. The crisis worsened after the outbreak
of the July war in 2006, when Israel attacked Lebanon, in retaliation of an operation
conducted by Hezbollah's Islamic resistance in the South. Spurred by Hezbollah's
tactical victory, the opposition accused the March 14 government to have secretly bet
on an lIsraeli victory. Violent demonstrations were organized by the opposition in the
winter 2006-2007, without succeeding in overthrowing the government. The climax of
the conflict was reached in May 2008. Armed clashes erupted in West Beirut between
March 8 forces and supporters of the Hariris. The combats then spread to the southern
slopes of Mount Lebanon where the PSP opposed Hezbollah fighters. After several
days of violence, an agreement was negotiated in Doha under the auspices of Qatar.
The two sides reached a compromise to elect the former head of the Army, Michel
Sleiman, at the presidency of the Republic, to adopt a new electoral law for the
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upcoming 2009 elections, and to form a coalition government. For the first time, the
FPM participated in a government, appointing three ministers.

In June 2009, the March 14 coalition narrowly won the elections. The FPM,
however, managed to improve its Parliamentary representation, by winning 28 seats. A
new national unity government was formed in which Michel Aoun's party obtained
again three ministers. In spite of this, the crisis did not ease down. Tensions between
the two main components of the cabinet remained. Finally, in the winter 2011, the PSP
left the March 14 coalition and provoked a reversal of the balance of power in the
Parliament. The FPM and its allies of the March 8 alliance were now in control of the
political institutions. However institutions were more paralyzed than ever. This lasting
political crisis has strongly emphasized the role of partisan affiliations in the Lebanese
society, constituting the rival coalitions in irreconcilable factions.

Political parties as societies

In analyzing political parties in the Middle-East and especially in Lebanon, researchers
often face a dilemma (Santucci 2006, p. 149-150). One the one hand traditional
conceptions of political organizations based on western parties' model seem usually
unable to provide the theoretical tools needed to appropriately describe the empirical
cases (Seiler 2003). But on the other hand, observing this unsuitability generally leads
to neglect political parties to focus either on other form of political participation such
as governance processes (Baduel 1996) or on assumed cultural specificities such as
ethnic, religious or tribal kinship that supposedly shape the political structures in the
area (Badie 1991; Abu Khalil 1985; Khalaf &Denoeux 1988). However, recent
observation of the increasing influence of partisan movements in the Arab worlds has
stimulated a cautious return to political parties as scientific objects (Catusse &Karam
2010; Ishtay 1997; el-Khazen 2003; Norton 1999; Tozy 1999), with a specific focus
on Islamic movements (Burgat 1995; Hamzeh 2004). Overall, the study of Arab
parties generally focus on ideological frames, especially in the case of the Islamic
groups, or on leadership, conceptualizing the parties as bare structures for the
expression of religious awakening or clan networks. In his study of the Lebanese
parties, Farid el-Khazen (2003) even stigmatize “Parties in search of partisans”, as if
their activists and followers were devoted of the slightest importance in the
functioning of the political forces as well as in their study.

In this work, my aim is precisely to “bring the people back in” so as to provide an
analysis of parties as sociological and anthropological realities without disregarding
political organizations as mere manifestations of unchanging social structures. To do
so, a constructivist framework highlighting the importance of cognition in the
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materialization of the group has been associated with a societal approach of political
parties underlining social networks and political cultures shaping an organization and
its members (Sawicki 1997). | hence consider political parties as societies or, to denote
their cohabitation within the Lebanese setting, sub-societies. The partisan societies do
not represent immutable social divisions but rather constitute actualized social
structures, reconstructed along the partisan lines (Mermier &Mervin 2012, p. 24).
They are composed through sociabilities and rituals, as well as the promotion of
specific bonds and boundaries, which have to be examined. As Geertz notes, in the
study of cultures, the essential element to take into consideration is not the visions of
reality but rather their modes of expression (Geertz 2001, p. 62). It enables to distance
the analysis from the official discourses produced by the parties themselves to study
precisely these productions of meaning and to study the role of political parties as
identity mediators i.e. social agents that contribute to the construction of groups
through a twofold mobilization linked with the two dimensions of identity, inclusive
and exclusive (Martin 1994).

Adopting this approach, my objective is to start from the human group to
understand how the parties, and beyond the social ties, are produced (Pudal 1989) in
contemporary Lebanon. In turn, it raises another fundamental issue underlying social
research: where and how grasp the social (Lahire 1999, p. 30)? Student groups,
because they concentrate an important part of the parties' socialization efforts, seem a
particularly suitable population to study the mechanisms of invention of identities, the
construction of sociability networks sustaining them, and the potential transformations
of the parties. Furthermore, they offer the opportunity to analyze the trends shaping the
Lebanese society and to envisage the central question of the memory of past conflicts
and reconciliation in a troubled social environment.

| decided to focus on students engaged in the FPM between 2005, when the Party
was legalized, and 2011, when it gained access to power. Along this period, the people
of the Free Patriotic Movement | met staged their own sub-universe. In encounters, the
strength of bonds and boundaries immediately imposed itself, suggesting the
difficulties of a potential reconciliation but also the omnipresence of the partisan
horizon. One of my aims is to examine the processes which constructed such a social
universe.

From identity to identification

“Social groups are not 'things', they are processes” (Tajfel 1982, p. 485). In this
dynamic conception, groups emerge from social interactions, when they have been
constructed as a cognitive reality. Hence, they are submitted to constant reactualization
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and reinvention hic et nunc (Berger &Luckmann 1966, p. 40). Social constructs,
identities have no stability. They can only be grasped through the study of
identification, i.e. the mechanisms through which a conception of identity is
internalized and appropriated by the actors. The aim is to understand how, in a given
social and political setting, a political movement is shaping a symbolic group through
activities that communicate values, frame normative practices, and develop solidarity
networks between members. And how, in return, members internalize and appropriate
this universe of signification in their perception of their own social and personal self.

The choice to focus on the identification processes in order to understand political
affiliation and the emergence of groups among Lebanese youth implies to underline
the interactional dynamics existing in the Lebanese social settings. The necessity of
the transition from the issue of identity to the question of identification was largely
inspired by the observation of a vast range of exchanges that highlighted distinctive
accommodations to situational changes in the interpersonal and intergroup relations.
Encounters often appear as a subtle balance between permeability and distinction.
Depending on the configurations, actors tend to underline some of the identifications
with political, religious, or kin groups, while undermining others, in order to enable
the interaction to work out while, in a way, maintaining tangible boundaries whether
voiced or implied. This gives a mixed impression of at the same time labile but
strongly anchored social distinctions.

Reviewing previous studies

Few studies have tackled the issue of youth politics in Lebanon. Most of them focused
on the prewar turmoil, when the universities were themselves agitated by political and
communal tensions. Two doctoral researches were written immediately before the
outbreak of the war in 1975 and in the following years. One, defended by Ra'uf al-
Ghusayni in the University of Stanford in 1974, concentrated on the determinants of
collective action in each university, studied mainly from press data and defined in
terms of structural strain and generalized beliefs. The other, written by Halim Barakat
and published in a book subtitled “Student Prelude to the Civil War” (1977), used
participant observation and a quantitative method to study the political behavior
between 1967 and 1976. The author demonstrates to a double fragmentation of the
student political scene, “across and within the different universities” (ibid., p. 181) and
concludes to the political nature of the student conflicts he observed, analyzed through
a Marxist frame highlighting a class-struggle. However, a contradiction arises as the
data in itself shows that the students' attitudes are in fact determined by primary bonds
— mainly family ties and communal belonging — rather than by social differences.
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Decades later, new studies came to offer additional insights on student prewar
politics. Makram Rabah's book, A Campus at War (2009) focuses on the case of the
student council of the American University of Beirut. So does Gaélle Le Pottier's
Master thesis, prepared in 1998 in Oxford University. However one of the most
complete and captivating work was Agnes Favier's doctoral dissertation (2004). Her
study intends to deconstruct the emergence of a generation of student activists. This
research not only demonstrates the constitution, through the mobilization of relatively
unified practices and specific cognitive horizon, of a protestation cycle within the
student sections of two parties, the Kata'eb and the Lebanese Communist Party, but
also decrypts the inflections of the trajectories of the actors throughout the events
occurring between the 1960s and the end of the Lebanese wars. Favier’s work was
inspired by the sociology of collective action and social movements and offered an
almost exhaustive analysis of youth engagement from a renewed perspective. My aim
is not to propose an “updated version” of her analysis, focused on the 1960 and 1970
decades. I propose to situate my own reflection “upstream” compared to hers, i.e. t0
focus more on the social construction of attachment rather than on collective
mobilizations as such.

Even fewer studies have dealt with youth politics in the postwar era. It is possible
to mention three doctoral theses recently completed in France. Two in sociology,
defended in the Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales, and one in Political
Science, prepared in Science Po Paris. The first two deal with popular youth in a
Christian suburban district (Mazaeff 2010) and students' political experiences in the
Southern Suburb of Beirut, stronghold of Hezbollah (al-Droubi Charaf 2013). The last
one concentrated on the role of communal school in the construction of a Shiite
political identity (Le Thomas 2012).

To study this rarely considered object, my intention is to introduce the narrative
perspective and emphasize concrete interactional and cognitive processes. The
objective is not to replace the existing analyzes of the Lebanese politics and society,
but rather, more modestly, to re-examine some of the key concepts that underlie them
through the mobilization of alternative tools. It supposes not to start from prearranged
notions like sectarian groups, communal identities, primary bonds, or social-class. On
the contrary, | propose to anchor the analysis in the universes of the actors themselves
to decrypt when and how these conceptions eventually resurface. Hence, the words
and stories of the Lebanese students | encountered are brought at the center of the
analysis. This is how it started.
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“This is how it started”
From encounters to hypotheses

“It is indeed true that only the individual is capable of thinking. There is no such metaphysical

entity as a group mind which thinks over and above the heads of individuals, or whose ideas the
individual merely reproduces. Nevertheless, it would be false to deduce from this that all the ideas and
sentiments which motivate an individual have their origin in him alone, and can be adequately
explained solely on the basis of his own life-experience.”

Karl Mannheim (1955 [1936], p. 2)

In the study of activism, the question of individual entry in organized collective action
remains pivotal. Neither the once dominant methodological individualism focusing on
the free rider paradox (Olson 1965), nor the structural approach were able to offer a
convincing understanding of the social forms of individual engagement (Fillieule
2001, p. 199). The main weakness of both Olson’s model and structural determinism
was to ignore how the practical transition between dispositions and engagement
concretely operates. They also seem to implicitly consider activism as an achievement.
Taking into account that engagement is a process rather than a fixed status,
interactionism has stirred renewed analysis acknowledging the fluid nature of
engagement. In particular, the notion of career proposed by Howard Becker in his
study of deviance (Becker 1997 [1963]) has enabled the implementation of a dynamic
analysis of activism (Fillieule 2001, p. 201; Dubar 1994, p. 227-236). In that
perspective, it is considered that “we must deal with a sequence of steps, of changes in
the individual behavior and perspectives, in order to understand the phenomenon.”
(Becker 1997 [1963], p. 23) Such an approach necessitates understanding the
significations that the actors themselves give to their engagement in order to
deconstruct the social and cognitive conditions of collective action. Thus, instead of
focusing on the organizational perspective, this work is concerned with individual
cases. However, if the focus is primarily set on individual processes, these are not
considered independently from the contexts and collective interplays in which they are
inscribed.

Starting from the hypothesis that the interpretation of engagement and the meaning
allocated to the political organization may considerably vary depending on persons,
interactional situations, and social contexts, | went to meet Lebanese students to
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collect records on their activism. During the four-year span of the fieldwork®, my
introducing question was the same: “How did you start your engagement with the Free
Patriotic Movement?” This is how this work and the stories of the students
encountered along its pages started.

1. STARTING FROM ENGAGEMENT STORIES

Khalid came along with Jacques, my entry contact among Free Patriotic Movement
students, with whom I had originally set an appointment. It was in November 2007 and
my fieldwork had just started for a couple of weeks. The meeting took place in the
Water Lemon caf¢, inside “ABC” the principal shopping mall of Achrafiyeh, a very
popular place for Beirut youth to hang out. Situated in the mainly Christian area of the
Lebanese capital, the “ABC” is frequented by a very heterogeneous crowd, where rich
tourists from the Gulf area cohabit with urban bourgeoisie and students, especially
those like Jacques and Khalid coming from the Saint-Joseph University (USJ — from
French Université Saint-Joseph), an established Jesuit institution. It was early in the
night and the weather was still pleasant. The terrace of the Water Lemon café was
teeming. After the greetings and reciprocal introduction, we started the conversation. |
first asked Jacques, whom | already interviewed before, to remind me how he started.
Then, I turned to Khalid:

“Moi, je viens d’une famille qui a combattu avec Aoun. Mon pére était dans l'armée
avec lui lorsqu’il a combattu en 1990 contre les Syriens, mais je n’étais pas trop
dedans...c’est-a-dire c’est en premiére année a l'université que j'ai rencontré deux
ou trois personnes du CPL et ca m’a trop intéressé...le discours m’a trop intéressé. Je
crois que c’est plus qu’un discours. En fait, étre dans le CPL c’est une fagon de vivre,
c’est un caractere, soit tu l'es, soit tu ne l'es pas...soit tu es CPL, avec l'union
patriotique du pays, ou tu ne l'es pas. Je devais l'étre...

-pourquoi est-ce que ¢a t'a intéressé ?

Je crois que ce qui m’a intéressé a cette période, c’est le rebelle en chaque personne.
On disait non a toutes les choses qui menagaient a la société, comme les Syriens, le
confessionnalisme [td’ifiyeh], la corruption....toutes ces choses. Nous étions les seuls
a les combattre. En tant que jeune, ¢a te marque forcément ! Alors que les autres
disaient 'oui, les Syriens sont la, mais qu’est-ce qu’'on peut faire, on ne peut rien
changer’, le CPL voulait faire quelque chose. Et puis comme je t’ai dit, tu ne choisis
pas, tu es cette personne...on nous demandait toujours: '‘pourquoi vous faites des

> Details about the realization of the interviews and the description of the sample are introduced in the
section 3 of this chapter.
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manifestations, vous n’étes que quarante ou cinquante personnes, qu'est-ce que
vous allez faire ?' Nous, nous savions que nous n’étions que quarante ou cinquante,
mais que nous allions faire quelque chose. Cette période était la plus riche pour
nous, nous étions dans un état de refus...”s

The first part of Khalid’s answer immediately echoed one of the working
hypotheses | drew from my Master thesis work conducted the year before with
students from Hezbollah, another Lebanese party — probably the most internationally
well-known. My assumption was that partisan belonging represents more than a
political engagement, but is experienced as an identity, a label mobilized form the
definition of the self. “You are this person or not”. The expression immediately
operates in and by the discourse a double cognitive construction. First, that partisan
affiliation is not a choice, but a mode of experiencing reality delineated by an organic
link. Both the reference to his family, especially his father, and the characterization of
the affiliation as coming from inside the person call for a definition of partisanship in
terms of socialization experience and cognitive construction. In his story, the
encounter with the discourse of the Party through its networks in the university seemed
to have triggered the resurgence of a sense of belonging constructed in primary
socialization.

Second, Khalid’s account on how it started for him creates a perceptible division
between an in-group and an out-group. The fracture between the two is rendered
irreducible by the nature of belonging. The out-group is not only permanently
excluded, but it is also envisaged in a violent confrontation with the reference of the
1989-1990 war against the Syrian army in Lebanon. However, the Syrians are not the
only enemy figure. In the second part of Khalid’s response, various adversaries are
defined: those who didn’t dare to confront the Syrian presence, sectarianism,
corruption, etc. The discourse shapes a political platform but more overpoweringly
unfolds a historically built experience of partisanship as the account seems composed
at the interface of personal involvement and collective forces, Khalid shifting from
“je” to “nous”. It illustrates the conditions in which action was situated (the war
against the Syrians, the mobilization against Damascus’ upper hand in Lebanon, the
exclusion of the political scene, the organizational networks in the university) and the
subjective meaning constructed in this experience as Khalid expresses it. It is the story
of a rebellion, both individual and collective, reset in time from 1990 to the early
2000s. But the changing political conditions and the recent integration of the FPM
within the partisan field seem to have shaken this construction of signification, as the

® Khalid, interview with the author: November 3, 2007 [in Frenchl].
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last sentence reveals. Engagement is therefore not a fixed reality but is defined in the
dynamics of interactions in which both the actor and his group of reference are
inscribed.

A similar convergence between individual and collective experiences is present in
the story told by Elza a few days later. | contacted her on the advice of a young
Lebanese researcher who had been involved in projects connecting students from
various political organizations. He introduced Elza as a central character in the FPM
youth activism. Aged 25 at our first meeting, Elza had already been active for 10 years
within the movement. At that time, she was starting a Political Science Master
program in the USJ after just finishing her studies in the public Lebanese University
(LU), in the faculty of Information. In parallel, she was in charge of many partisan
activities including the development of a political magazine for school children, and
was working for the newly opened FPM TV channel, Orange TV (OTV), and radio
station, Sawt al-Mada. Elza presented herself as completely devoted to the Party,
explaining that even her choice of study has been made in order to serve the FPM.
Well integrated into the networks of the organization, she recalls her meeting with the
Tayyar as follows:

“I'ai commencé a 16 ans avec le CPL...mais j'ambitionnais le travail militant depuis
8 ans peut-étre...

- C’était quelque chose qui venait de ta famille ?

Non, pas du tout. Personne de ma famille n’est militant, ni mon pere, ni ma
mere...ma mere était dans le temps dans les Phalanges Libanaises, mais c’était
avant qu’elle ne se marrie...donc il y a longtemps. Il n’y a pas d’influence directe.
D’ailleurs, mes parents ne sont pas politisés. Je me rappelle bien I'époque du général
Aoun a Baabda, jai remarqué la que tout le monde montait pour des
manifestations, mais pas mes parents. Moi, j'y suis allée, mais une seule fois, avec
mes voisins. Je me rappelle de quelques images de cette période (...). Je suis née en
1982, alors en 1988 j’avais 6 ans et quand le Général a quitté le Liban, j'avais 8 ans.
Mais je me rappelle bien du 13 octobre 1990, ca m’a touchée énormément, je
ressens encore maintenant ce que j'ai ressenti ce 13 octobre 1990. J’étais au Metn’,
dans mon village qui était déja occupé par les Syriens, depuis 1975...je me rappelle
que ma mere nous a réveillées le matin moi et mes sceurs pour qu’on descende chez
les voisins. Ils avaient une petite cave et on devait se réfugier la car les Syriens
bombardaient Baabda. Nous sommes restées jusqu'a 9h du matin. Alors notre
voisin, qui était des Forces Libanaises, est descendu me dire: 'ha, ha, Aoun a laissé le
pouvoir." Et il s’est moqué. Moi, je ne le croyais pas. Je suis montée chez nous pour

"Metn is a Lebanese district situated in the north-eastern border of Beirut’s agglomeration.
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entendre la radio...je me rappelle bien que j'ai pleuré. Il y avait des Jeeps syriennes
qui passaient dans le village et c’était la premiere fois que je me sentais tellement
incapable de faire quoi que ce soit. Alors j'ai pris un caillou et j'ai jeté vers les Jeeps
syriennes qui étaient tres loin en plus...je pleurais, je pleurais. C’était vraiment
décevant. Donc c’était le 13 octobre 1990. Pendant des années, j'attendais que le
général Aoun revienne...mais apres peut-étre sept ans, il n’était toujours pas revenu,
J’étais encore une fois trés décue. J'ai pensé que j’étais la seule aouniste encore au
Liban. (...) Et puis quand j'avais 16-17 ans peut-étre, les Aounistes ont manifesté
contre la censure d’'une interview télé du Général. Je me rappelle bien que quand je
les ai vus, je me suis dit: ‘ah, voila, il y a d’autres aounistes...ils sont la [rires]"”8

Contrary to Khalid, Flza’s engagement is more described as a vocation justified by
the reference to three moments. The first reference is an evocation of a time, when
Lebanese crowds were gathering in front of the presidential palace in Baabda to
support General Michel Aoun in his struggle against the Syrian forces and the militias.
Instead of the division presented in Khalid’s answer, her focus here is on unity and
communion. In mentioning her occasional participation with her neighbors, she
inscribed herself in the collective movement. The main story of her account follows,
focusing on one specific event anchoring and harboring her sense of belonging and
designed in her discourse as the explanation of her vocation for activism: the fall of
Michel Aoun on October the 13™ 1990. Her story continuously combines personal
memories and collective fate. Narratively, it enables the projection of the self within
the group’s universe of signification. The elements echoing the history of the Aounist
movement are highlighted and appropriated, generating a personalized recollection of
the past and the materialization of what is presented as the common story of the group.
Such construction of a collective perception of the past is also built by the use of the
figure of the enemy, in that case embodied by both the Syrian military and the
Lebanese Forces supporter. This last character illustrates by his physical proximity (he
Is the neighbor) the interactional nature of intergroup relations.

Elza recounts her experience of October 13 as the essence that prompted her desire
to engage herself. But in the conditions prevailing in the Lebanese scene during the
1990s, her sense of belonging could not materialize in the insertion within sociability
networks. It is only when the Aounist movement was able to emerge again in the end
of the decade as a civil mobilization that she was able to participate in group activities.
Then, the two dimensions of groupness® were completed. It is also understood that at

8 Elza, interview with the author: November 10, 2007 [in French].

® The concept of groupness has been defined by Rogers Brubaker and Frederik Cooper (2000). A
notion derived from Tilly’s work (1978), it refers to a strong sense of attachment to a group, i.e. a
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this time, which constitute the third episode of her answer, Elza was old enough to
become active, to finally be able to act and do something to change the political
reality. Elza constructed her engagement story in a perfect mimesis with the FPM
history, starting from the rise of the movement around the Baabda palace in 1989,
passing by the trauma of October 13, and finishing with the civil protests against
Syrian domination in the late 1990s and early 2000s. This is the story of a vocation,
which is presented as a pursued fate born from a transcendental experience, but that
can only be understood if the backstage, i.e. the social ordering devices that lay behind
her personal experience and structure her modes of perceiving and narrating her
experience, are deconstructed. As Charles Suaud demonstrated in his study of the
recruitment of seminarians in rural France, vocation is more a collective construction
than a personal experience, produced by specific social conditions as well as a work of
Imposition of signification realized by the agents of social institutions (Suaud 1976). It
Is therefore necessary to combine a subjective perspective with the analysis of the
objective social conditions in which individuals are inserted. Starting from the stories,
it is possible to induce the interpretative schemes, the argumentative layouts, and the
construction of categories that enable to understand how the actors locate their sense
of self-identity in broader, sense-making social orders.

The work of collective interpretation of reality relies mainly on social networks.
The answer given by Laure one year later, in November 2008, offers an illustration.
Laure was then a fifth year student in the Institute of Political Science in USJ. After a
short discussion about our common acquaintances and the brief introduction of my
work, the interview started:

“Depuis mon enfance, j'ai sympathisé avec le général, parce que mes parents étaient
militants. Mes parents, ma famille proche et méme ma famille large. Donc, on allait
a Baabda tu en connais la signification pour nous n'est-ce pas? Donc on y allait,
j'étais tres petite et je portais le drapeau libanais, je participais avec le général et
tout. Et puis ensuite, quand il a été exilé j'ai continué. Parce qu'au début, j'avais été
influencée par mes parents mais par la suite, quand j'ai commencé a vraiment
écouter ses discours, son programme, a voir la différence entre lui et les autres
hommes politiques, j'ai senti que vraiment cette personne concrétisait mes
demandes et mes espoirs pour ce pays. Alors quand on me reprochait d'aimer le
général, quand on me disait: 'Mais il a des défauts et de toute fagon tu l'aimes a
cause de tes parents', moi je refusais. Parce qu'en fait j'ai pensé que vraiment son
discours faisait partie de ma propre conviction.

sense of identification, generally coupled with a concrete insertion within the social networks
constituting the group.

40



This is how it started

Ensuite, quand je suis arrivée a l'université, j'ai commencé a travailler avec les
militants. (...) J'ai travaillé ici a la fac avec le CPL, notamment pour les élections. ]'ai
fait une année de droit puis cinq ans de science politique. Donc j'ai passé six ans a la
fac durant lesquels j'ai toujours travaillé avec le CPL. Je me considére comme une
militante et non pas seulement une sympathisante. Par exemple, quand il y a eu la
vente des pommes, tu en as déja entendu parler ? Alors ouli, j'ai participé. Je suis
allée faire la récolte et j'ai vendu et tout. Aussi, lorsqu'il y avait les manifestations,
que les Syriens étaient toujours la et que tout le monde était avec les Syriens, on
participait aux manifestations, on recevait des coups de matraques et tout.”10

Laure’s account on the beginning of her activism is clearly projecting a double
sequence, comparable to the one displayed by Khalid’s story: engagement is at first
linked with a family experience, an heritage claimed to have been appropriated, before
being concretized in collective action after the insertion within activists’ networks met
in the university. If she acknowledges the role of her parents and family in her sense of
belonging, she also tries to distance herself from that legacy, probably because it is
inappropriate to personify the role of activist. She wants to present herself as an actor
of her engagement, not only as an agent. The second part of her answer focuses on her
practical encounter with activism through the partisan networks established in the
university and revived during student elections. As it was the case in Khalid’s account,
her experience of collective action is defined mainly in the contrasting reference to the
Syrians and those Lebanese, not designated, who supported them.

But actually, the sequence constructed in the story can be seen as referring to a
process of cognitive integration, which materializes in her addresses to her interlocutor
(me). The questions on my knowledge about the signification of Baabda for the FPM
and about the collective selling of apple organized by the activist in the late 1990s
affirm her belonging to a community of shared meaning. It is the story of her
socialization, i.e. in the sense defined by Berger and Luckmann, of the integration of a
social reality (Berger &Luckmann 1966, p. 147). Laure’s engagement story displays
both her primary socialization, the dialectical acquisition of a cognitive frame built
firstly on the model of the attitudes expressed by significant others (ibid., p. 14), and
her secondary socialization realized among the partisan university networks. In
addition, the collective actions described in her account appear as rituals insuring the
transmission between the two phases of socialization. These rituals authorize her to
claim a specific status, the one of activist, superior to the position of simple supporter
of the Party. This construction of a separating line operated in her discourse reminds
the idea of rite of institution proposed by Bourdieu: such rites, rather than constituting

1% Laure, interview with the author: November 4, 2008 [in French].
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passages from one status to another, create arbitrary conceptual boundaries (Bourdieu
1991 [1982], p. 117). Participation in collective actions, more than acting as a
gateway, emphasizes the distinction of those sharing particular experiences and
representations. To understand engagement — the process of joining collective action,
it is therefore necessary to question the means of integration of the cognitive structures
expressed by the students but also to resituate these processes of internalization within
their social conditions. It implies to consider the educational contexts prevailing at the
individual level (in particular the influence of the family) and the socialization devices
organized by the FPM, both formal (formation, trainings, political education, etc.) and
informal (sociability, common behaviors, etc.) in situation. And because socialization
Is a constant transaction (Percheron 1993, p. 32), interactions should be at the center of
the questioning.

At the time of our meeting, in May 2010, Malek was the coordinator of the FPM in
the American University of Beirut (AUB), the most prestigious establishment of the
country. The interview had been difficult to schedule as his political activities take
most of his time. Malek was in his fourth year of computer-electronic Engineering. It
was his first term as the head of the FPM student group in the AUB. After failing to
convince a security guard from the university to let me enter the campus without
filling a visitor form, he decided to guide me in through a less supervised backdoor.
“The rules of the administration are sometimes onerous” he complained with a smile.
We sat in an empty auditorium and, after | switched on the voice recorder, the
conversation initiated. Malek was speaking with a composed and definite voice:

“To begin with, it is a very politicized country. Everyone talks about politics and
everyone knows the politics. In my family, my father is a general in the army. In the
army, you are not allowed to talk about politics and even to me he wouldn't speak
of his political views. The Syrians were in Lebanon. It was something very annoying
for the people like me to pass on the road and stop at each Syrian check-point. It's
not something right. You feel it. It's not your army, it's not.. At first, this is how it
started. We were children and it is how it started. (...) All politicians were saying
that the Syrians were helping us - they didn't say that they were stealing and
exploiting Lebanon, but in the end, it was still not our army. No matter what the
excuses were. There was only General Michel Aoun who was in France at that time.
He used to speak on TV at that time. I was a child, but he was speaking my mind. He
was saying that the Syrians should be out. He was asking the students to protest.
And he was clear that once the Syrians would go out, we will have the best possible
relations with Syria. All the other politicians were lying (...). This is the main point:
they wanted the Syrians to be here. We didn't. At first, this is how General Michel
Aoun made most of the students follow him. (...) So this is how it started: General
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Michel Aoun was speaking our mind and he was the only one to pushing us forward,
saying that: “you should get your freedom”. This is our freedom, we should get it. No
matter what it takes, we should get it. This is it at first (...).

Then, I recall an incident. When I was a kid, I had a major surgery and I was in
intensive care. I was in the room, I was dying from pain and every day I was waiting
for the shot that relieved me from the pain. On day, there was an interview of
General Michel Aoun. The nurse came to give me the shot, I told her: “I don't want
the shot! Get me a TV! I want to listen to him!” We were crazy. We were really crazy.
(.-.JNo matter what I say, no word could describe how I felt, how people felt, how
students felt. The guy was speaking everything you wanted to hear! So this is how it
started.”1

The preliminary framing statement about the politization of the Lebanese society is
explicated in an interactive and inter-cognitive perspective. Malek wanted to inscribe
his answer within this particular context in which politics is discussed and integrated
into the common stock of knowledge mobilized in everyday life. The importance of
political references in the everyday life interactions certainly appears as a central
condition of partisan identification. However, this initial statement is immediately
counter-balanced by a precision regarding his family and his father’s membership in
the Army. The reference to the Army — and the fact that politics was not allowed in his
house — is possibly presented in order to testify the genuineness of his engagement by
refuting in advance any idea of heritage. Nevertheless, in the Lebanese context, it also
stands as an identity claim: not only is the Army a non-sectarian institution, but it also
the organization from which Michel Aoun emerged, and finally a group defined in
opposition with the wartime militias and their descendants in the political field.

Once again, the Syrian presence in Lebanon is presented as a major determinant for
engagement. The rejection of the domination imposed by Syria is manifested in
everyday life experiences (the crossing of check-points), in moral judgment (“it is not
something right”), and in emotions (“you feel it”). The silence of the Lebanese public
scene in front of the Syrian supremacy is symbolized by the silence of Malek’s father.
The domestic experience is used as an image of the national political field. Facing the
lies or the apathy of the majority, the character of Michel Aoun is introduced to
incarnate the spokesman of the youth. This is the story of a hero — absent but still able
to save the country thanks to his capacity of instilling the rebellion. In the words of
Malek, Michel Aoun became the embodiment of the political refusal and a figure of
identification.

I Malek, interview with the author: May 26, 2009 [in English].
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The climax of the account is reached with the final story. Malek preferred enduring
a violent pain rather than not being able to hear the words of the hero. The anecdote
enables Malek to mentally associate himself with the FPM activists who suffered from
their engagement. The link with the leader is irrational, impossible to translate in
words and difficult to understand for the others. The engagement appears here as a
quasi-mystical experience of unity. An experience also situated in the context of a
difficult relation with his father, which tends to transform the hero in a paternal figure.
However, the sentence referring to Michel Aoun’s will to establish good relation with
Syria is only understandable not in the time of the story, but rather in the present of
storytelling. It is the present stand of the FPM that Malek intends to justify here. This
unique occurrence illustrates the composite nature of the stories collected in
Interviews, injecting present into past and past into present.

All these stories, and the others I collected, depict several fields that require to be
taken into account to analyze both the conditions of collective action and its
significations as expressed by the actors.

First, the social contexts in which both the construction of the cognitive experience
and the practical activities of the group are elaborated have to be elucidated. This not
only implies to reintroduce the social and political conditions that have prevailed in
Lebanon since the creation of the FPM but more specifically to examine the
interactional situations in which students are experiencing their everyday life. From
the stories, it is possible to infer that university represents a time and space
encouraging activism, because of the partisan networks implanted in the various
campuses and the biographical availability for engagement of the students. Second, the
engagement stories highlighted the importance of socialization and the construction of
a shared cognitive order at the scale of the partisan group. This calls for an analysis of
the relations maintained between the activists, the other members, the organization and
the representations of social reality constructed within the Party. The study of the
internalization of the collective universe of signification demands to consider also
primary socialization as well as the potential other influences reinforcing or limiting
the integration within the cognitive order elaborated during collective in-group
interactions. Third, social frames organizing the understanding of the group in time
have to be analyzed. The importance of past experiences, the reference to founding
events such as October 13, and the centrality of the figure of the leader introduce the
issue of collective memory and its construction from the diversity of individual
biographical trajectory. These three dimensions will consequently structure this work.

However, beyond the three axes emphasized in the students’ answers, remains the
question of the nature of these accounts. Should they be considered explanations or
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justifications? How overcome the “biographical illusion” (Bourdieu 1986) or possible
falsifications of the past? One interesting way to envisage this issue is to consider the
distinction established in interactionism theory between motives and motivations
(Fillieule 2001, p. 204). Motivations represent the initial condition in which action was
realized. Motives, on the contrary, are considered as an act of language, produced in
the situation of interaction to justify behaviors. The stories produced by the students do
not represent accurate reconstitutions of past experiments but they express the modes
of interpretation of this past produced in the research encounter. It is in their
reconstructed nature that it is possible to track and deconstruct the cognitive processes
projected in the situation of interview: the recorded interpretations represent situational
materializations of the continuous cognitive process through which actors experience
reality. If engagement is considered as a process, it is obvious that these accounts do
not relate the moment of engagement, because using a sequential model implies that
the access to the movement is not defined by the passage from the out-group to the in-
group but envisaged more accurately as a succession of dynamic exchanges in which
the positions of the actor regarding the organization are evolving.

Therefore, the stories voiced by the students do not recount the history of their
affiliation as such but rather illustrate the present of their relation with the group. They
offer an intelligibility of engagement: the modes in which the meaning of activism is
constructed in order to be publicly presented in a situated social encounter. To
understand how these stories produced in interview are processed and therefore to be
able to unfold the social significations embedded in these accounts, it is necessary to
take them as they are: subjective reconstructions of experience offering the keys of the
self-interpretation of the actors. Such a conception of the collected stories has a double
consequence on the methodological level. First, it justifies the choice to rely mainly on
biographical interviews. Second, it imposes to envisage the discourses produced in
interviews critically, as constructions elaborated within the temporal and cognitive
frame of the research interaction.

Starting from how it started thus offers an overview of the pieces constituting the
data. My observations, past experiences of the milieu, and encounters with the actors
offered grasps to plunge into a complex cognitive world. From such an immersion
emerged an impression, a general pre-understanding of the social as it was observed
and experienced. Of course, such an overall conception of “what is going on” remains
at the same time very situational and deeply influenced by the researcher’s
presuppositions. Many other ways of addressing the problem would have been
conceivable. Like a kaleidoscope, the images displayed by the assemblage of all the
collected stories are changing in function of the focalization (Martin 1992, p. 804).
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The image that arose may remain incomplete and partial, yet it orientated towards
certain questions and possible answers. This, in turn, fuelled my methodological
exploration, exposing some elements of the problem to the light but also, it has to be
acknowledged, bounding the possible outcomes of my work. Finally, the fabrication of
hypotheses and their exploration completed the process, giving this work its specific
focalization. Concentrating mainly on methodological issues, | will try to explain how
this research has been imagined and constructed. To do so, it is necessary to explore in
depth the implications, the perspective, and the limits of the framework that was
chosen, of the methodology that was designed and concretely used, as well as of my
own position as a researcher.

2. NARRATING IDENTIFICATION

This study emerged from encounters in contemporary Lebanese university spaces.
Starting from narrated experiences, it is grounded in story-telling. Instead of
discarding these accounts as simple language utterances, | learned with time to listen
to their manifold embedded social voices. The literature on narratives helped to
conceptualize the contribution of a perspective anchored in the social world of the
students | met. Referring to Jean-Paul Sartre’s words in La Nausée that “a man is
always a teller of stories, he lives surrounded by his own stories and those of other
people, he sees everything that happens to in him in terms of these stories and he tries
to live his life as if he were recounting it”, Jerome Bruner suggests that “eventually the
culturally shaped cognitive and linguistic processes that guide the self-telling of life
narratives achieve the power to structure perceptual experience, to organize memory,
to segment and purpose-build the very "events" of a life. In the end, we become the
autobiographical narratives by which we "tell about" our lives.” (Bruner 2004 [1987],
p. 694) From the constructivist approach, it implies that “the mimesis between life so-
called and narrative is a two-way affair: that is to say, just as art imitates life in
Aristotle's sense, so, in Oscar Wilde's, life imitates art. Narrative imitates life, life
Imitates narrative. "Life" in this sense is the same kind of construction of the human
imagination as "a narrative" is.” (ibid., p. 692)

During our encounters, telling stories is the primary means for Khalid, Elza, Laure,
Malek and all the others to express their sense of belonging, to represent their self in
the way they wish to display it. As literature has no mode of representation but
narrativity (Genette 1969, p. 55), there is “no other way of describing "lived time" save
in the form of a narrative” (Ricoeur 1984). The story form of experience is therefore
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not an artefact but the very nature of human knowledge in and on the world. Contrary
to the classic distinction between the dramatic and the narrative modes operated by
both Aristotle and Plato, the two dimensions are inseparable in interactions as
narration is at the same time telling a story and an act of representation. The art of
representation (mimesis) is therefore equivalent of the art of narration (diegesis).
Because narratives are at the same time an assignation of meaning and an action, the
stories of rebellion, vocation, integration and about the hero offer interpretations of the
sense of belonging exposed by my interlocutors — here to be understood in the double
meaning of attribution of signification and role-performing (Farrugia 2009, p. 270). In
that perspective, my position toward the accounts recorded in interview situations
refers to the view of Paul Ricoeur who defines every narrative identity as one possible
and situational interpretation of the self among potential others (Ricoeur 1990)*.

Thus, my first interest is not to know if the story told by Elza for example is true.
Questioning the veracity of the account would be, to repeat Genette's formula, “as
chimeric as asking how many children Lady Macbeth really had” (Genette 1969, p.
86). What matters is not the life of the character of the story in itself, but its author's.
As Bruner puts it: “[a] life is not "how it was" but how it is interpreted and
reinterpreted, told and retold” (Bruner 2004, p. 708). Rather I want to understand how
it is constructed and with which objectives: what elements are used, what kind of
argumentation is elaborated, which background is necessary to explain that
biographical account and why, in the circumstances of the interview, she chose to tell
this precise story?

Striking parallels emerged from the engagement stories voiced by Khalid, Elza,
Laure and Malek. The will to inscribe a personal life-story in a collective meaning is
not the least of these similarities: patterns of living out activism, references to shared
significations (e.g. “Baabda”), and quasi-mythical evocations (e.g. October 13) are all
identifiable and call for an analysis starting from the individual accounts in order to
access “from inside” the social reality (Balandier 1983, p. 8). For example, the
autobiographical trajectories built in the accounts presented in the beginning of this
chapter operate along a comparable storyline: a revelation during childhood, in the
course of primary socialization among the family (Khalid and Laure especially) or/and

12 Because it acknowledges the competency of the actors to give sense through narrativity to their own
actions and experiences, Ricoeur’s view enables to go beyond the limitations implicated by the
sociology of agency, for which agents are defined by an objective identity imposing itself and
manifested in practice. Pierre Bourdieu for example opposes a one-and-only “practical identity”,
fundamentally defined by the habitus and only accessible through a sociological analysis, to all the
illusionary narrative identities voiced by the agents (Bourdieu 1986). For a comparison between the
respective positions of Paul Ricoeur and Pierre Bourdieu on narrative identity, see Truc 2005.
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in relation with a traumatic event (Elza, at a lesser extend Malek); follows a waiting
period, perfectly illustrated by the story of Elza, before the effective engagement,
arising with the encounter with the activists’ networks, more often in the university
spaces. Drawing on Ricoeur’s argument about the emplotment of human experience
(Ricoeur 1986), it is possible to argue that this model of trajectory is inscribed in a set
of collective stories that exercises a formative influence on the individual being in
society. In that perspective the life experiences, such as those recollected in the
students’ stories are posited to be “mediatized by social narratives that preceded the
existences, perceptions, and representations of the individuals” (Farrugia 2009, p. 271)
that produce and organize social reality. These social narratives work as frameworks
or “conceptual devices of universe maintenance” (Berger Luckmann 1966, p. 122-
134). The individually voiced stories are therefore understood as mimetic of “an array
of spoken and written forms that provide culturally appropriate ways in which personal
experience is shared, knowledge is transmitted, memories are enacted, and testimony
is constructed.” (Atkinson &Delamont 2006a, p. XXI) These cognitive models are
what Paul Ricoeur calls the “social imaginary”, which is constitutive of the social
reality itself (Kerney 1989, p. 20).

When Khalid explains that belonging to the FPM is “more than a discourse, a way
of life”, when Elza tells about her memories about October 13, which still affect her
today, when Laure refers to the collective meaning of Baabda, and when Malek argues
that “Michel Aoun was talking our minds”, it is possible to see how the social
imaginary they expose to interpret their sense of the self is saturated with reference to
the Party, understood as a social group and a symbol for identification. The weight of
the political forces in the contemporary Lebanese society, as acknowledged by Malek,
enables them to inject significations in social encounters, in public as well as private
spaces through the presence of flags, photographs, etc., and in time by claiming a
particular vision of history. In doing so, they play the role of identity mediators,
shaping a collective narrative about the identity of their members. Of course, no
political organization is able to create an identity narrative and to constitute a society
ex-nihilo. Discourses about identity offer a framework through which members are
invited to perceive the reality, but these guidelines can only be efficient if they are able
to rely on social representations that already exist within the larger social order
(Martin 1994). However, parties constitute “workshops” that construct collective
identity narratives (Hastings 2001a, p. 22-23) aiming at reshaping the social context in
which their members evolve. The question is hence to understand how the potential
members acquire the interpretative frame elaborated through the identity narrative
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shaped by the organization. How, in a word, the transition between collective identity
narratives and individual identification operates to constitute the group.

Rom Harré’s work about social and personal identity formation provides heuristic
tools to conceptualize the dynamics of integration. Defining social identity as the self-
perception deriving from the sense of belonging to a group and personal identity as the
individual incarnation of social identity, he notes that identity construction is an
interactive and sequential process in which four phases can be spotted: the
appropriation of a public/collective identity i.e. an encounter with a social identity; the
transformation of this collective identity made by the individual depending on his
private experiences; the publication of his own private and individual identity i.e. the
representation of his personal identity in the social order; and finally the
conventionalization of personal identities that have been socially accepted, leading
them to be integrated to the social order which is therefore perpetuated but in a version
inspired by actors’ own preoccupations. The newly built identity is now perceived as a
social identity and can be appropriated again, in a perpetual and simultaneous process
(Harré 1983, p. 84).

Introducing the narrative dimension of identity enables to make the model
concretely operate. The concept of narrative identity (Somers 1994) includes the two
aspects of mimesis and diegesis, also incorporated into Harré's theory under the lexes
“display of identity” and “realization of identity”. More precisely, the concept of
narrative identity refers to the idea that “social identities are constituted through
narrativity, social action is guided by narrativity, and social processes and interactions
— both institutional and interpersonal — are narratively mediated” (Somers 1994, p.
621). This, Somers continues, “provides a way of understanding the recursive presence
of particular identities that are, nonetheless, not universal” (ibid.) Because social
identities are inscribed into “social imaginaries” they rely for their diffusion on
collective identity narratives providing models for the attribution of meaning of the
selves and the determination of social behaviors. These collective narratives work as
text in the sense defined by Bakhtin i.e. a “coherent complex of signs” (Bakhtin 1986,
p. 103), ordering knowledge in use in the partisan society of the FPM. Drawing on the
various histories at their disposal within the group, the engagement stories are
illustrating the processes of transformation and publication of these collective identity
narratives as the young activists selected elements of their personal biography and
linked them with the collective narratives populating their social imaginary. Telling
their story is already organizing their experience, selecting among its innumerable
features and transforming it (Riessman 1993, p. 10).

49



The model proposed by Harré enables to understand how individual stories are
constructed from collective identity narratives but also, in return, how personal
accounts ensure the continuation and the progressive transformation of the social
order. The concept of narrative identity shifts the focus from narrativity as
representation to narrativity as social ontology: “it is through narrativity that we come
to know, understand, and make sense of the social world, and it is through narratives
and narrativity that we constitute our social identities.” (Somers 1994, p. 606) Hence,
it is actually the people’s activities that shape the group’s identity narrative as much as
the institutional discourse (Lagroye 2006, p. 65). To paraphrase Vygotsky, the
narratives produced by the students exist twice: on the social level and inside the
person (Vygotsky 1978, p. 57). The passage between the two is realized by
internalization and manifested by the act of storytelling. In narrating their sense of
identity, the students realize in interaction the passage between the two levels of
experience, collective and personal. Interview situations represent one particular
example of this process of storytelling, but of course not the more habitual in the
everyday life. Storytelling occurs in fact in most of the social interactions in which it
takes various forms and uses different procedures. In everyday life situations,
narratives are often allusive, partials, or incomplete. Displaying a tattoo, putting up a
partisan flag, singing a political song, or mobilizing specific and identifiable lexical
expressions can all be considered as fragments of narratives as they contribute to the
inscription in a collective story. Argumentations used during the frequent political
debates erupting between students in universities, perceptions of the Lebanese politics
expressed in the daily conversations, or evocations of past experiences between
neighbors represent more elaborated forms of storytelling, which procedures are
therefore not always direct but rather rely on signs and symbols mobilized in given
situations. Narratives remain central in the apprehension of the social reality, “crucial
in persons’ experiences of different dimensions of power, history and social identity”
(Gilsenan 1996, p. xii).

This has two consequences. First, it is understood that all identity narratives are
collective works, as are all texts in the vision of Jorge Luis Borges: not only they have
no individual author, but also they are already written and perpetually reinvented
(Genette 1966, p. 125). Following this track, the aim of the analysis is to expose the
language of the personal narratives, to uncover the various collective trails on which
they are elaborated. As Bakhtin notes, narratives are all polyphonic: they carry many
embedded social meaning beyond the storyteller own voice (Bakhtin 1981 [1930]).
Each word has a history that the researcher needs to study in order to decrypt the
dispersed social voices behind the narrator's discourse. Second, considered in its
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narrative form, identity loses its categorical stability. Cognitive representations turn
out to be more significant than clear-cut attributes such as sectarian affiliation,
membership, class, etc. Instead of using a priori attributes to interpret action, it is now
possible to concentrate on contingent narratives of meaning defined in the situational
specificities of the storytelling interaction. To adopt the narrative perspective on
identity thus enables to concretely implement the objective of this study to consider
the constructed and interactive nature of groups. Thus Narrative identity is inseparable
of the interactional setting in which it is manifested. Some authors even suggest that
narrative constructs the self because of their interactional function (Bamberg 1997).
“Autobiographical narratives might partly construct the self because, in telling the
story, the narrator adopts a certain interactional position — and in acting like that kind
of person becomes more like that kind of person (...).” (Wortham 2006 [2000], p. 141)
Consequently, it is essential to locate actors' social narratives in temporal and spatial
configurations of relationships. To do so, “we need concepts that will enable us to plot
over time and space the ontological narratives of historical actors, the public (...)
narratives that inform their lives, as well as the relevant range of other social forces —
from politics to demographics — that configure together to shape history and social
action.” (Somers 1994, p. 625)

The objective of this study is precisely to understand in situation how narratives
arrange the structures of human experience — understood as the rules and resources
organizing social interactions and their allocated meanings (Giddens 1976) — and how
this process fuels the dynamics of identification. My aim is to comprehend how
narratives enable the actors to express “an I that is We, a We that is I (Hegel 1977, p.
110). The concept of narrative identity is essential in this project as it works as a
bridge between the social and individual levels of analysis. Collective identity
narratives and personal stories produced during social interactions are interlinked
constructs. Starting from the latter enables to access the former and to understand how
the links between the individual and the group are constituted: as it is possible to infer
from the engagement stories, narrating personal experiences denotes how the actors
interpret social interactions and position themselves accordingly, how they refer to
shared meanings acquired at various stages of their socialization, and inscribe
themselves in the course of what they present as a collective history and memory.

This narrative approach represents, of course, only one possible way to question
group construction and the processes of identification. In spite of their heuristic
implications, narratives “do not (...) need endorsement any more than they deserve to
be neglected. (...) While narratives are important forms of action and representation,
we do not seek to privilege them by claiming for them any unique or special qualities.”
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(Atkinson &Delamont 2006a, p. XXVI) Nonetheless, because the possibilities it opens
remain largely unexplored in the Lebanese context — at the notable exception of the
work of Michael Gilsenan — the narrative perspective imposed itself in the course of
this study. In order to understand how it was implemented, it is necessary to carefully
describe the research process. This is the aim of the next section.

3. THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE DATA

The theoretical path that has been followed was, at the same time, fuelling my
methodological exploration and resulting from it. My progressive inclination toward
the narrative model kept in path with the methods | used to conceive and gather data.
However, these practices of investigations were also designed and rearranged in order
to enable the exploration of the concept of narrative identity. Both methodological and
theoretical progression went therefore hand in hand during the research process. In this
section, | will try to present the main features of the successive steps of my method
and to objectify their impact on the creation of the material | used, starting from the
conception of my fieldwork tools, then proceeding to the phase of data collection, and
finishing by the highly precarious process of writing.

A) Forging some tools

Departing from the willingness to analyze accurately the identification processes, this
research has adopted a phenomenological method (Berger &Luckmann 1966, p. 34)
I.e. @ method that is both empirical and descriptive allowing the perception of the
systems of representations used by the actors in a two-dimensional perspective:
cognitive (that focuses on subjective perceptions, beliefs and values as expressed by
the actors) and sociological (that considers the configurations of the social order in
which actors are evolving). It aims at understanding how in a certain situation
objectively defined, subjective construction of identity is taking place. This approach
enables the re-building of the universes of significations through which actors
experience their life and to point out the influences of the ongoing socialization
processes within partisan societies. Because representations can only be understood in
their practical manifestations through an immersion into the studied field (Balandier
1967, p. VII; Martin 2002 p. 39), it has been chosen to focus on comprehension.
Concretely, the set of analytic methods elaborated to apprehend the materialization of
identification processes and shed light on the practical impact of representation in
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everyday life relations is organized around two main tools: semi-directive interviews
and fieldwork observations (Martin 2002, p. 42).

Because observations are closely determined by their concrete conditions and
without underestimating the theoretical issues at stake during such phases of the
research, | discuss them in the next section focusing on the practical realization of
fieldwork to concentrate on the question of interviews. Potential benefits and
drawbacks implied by the use of interviews in social sciences have been largely
discussed. In spite of the persistent risk of both inequality and asymmetry of the
relations between interviewees and researchers (Bourdieu, Chamboredon, Passeron
1983, p. 61; Bourdieu 1993, p. 905), interviews remain the most adapted tool to study
representations (Demaziére &Dubar 1997, p. 15; Duchesne 1996, p. 190). Through the
use of interviews, my aim was to gain an access to both interviewees’ trajectory and
the significations they give to their everyday life interactions. To do so, | finally chose
to employ a double-interview process: a first interview was devoted to the life course
of the actor while a second concentrated on his representations of different events and
figures presented as central in the symbolic universe of the Party®®. During the first
encounter, people were asked to describe their social situation (family, studies, social
background...), their political and moral opinions, their career within the Party, their
motivations, their values, their activities, etc., with few guidelines. Rather than precise
questions, my frame for interview was constituted of various themes that were to be
tackled with the interviewees. It enabled me to remain flexible and adapt my questions
to the developments made by the actors. The second encounter was dedicated to a
special questionnaire, based not on oral interrogations but on a set of photos and dates.

The first round of interviews aimed at understanding the order in which an
individual meets the socially defined representations and properties that constitute him
(Passeron 1991, p. 199). The methodological guideline used is provided by the
sequential analyze model in terms of trajectory (Strauss 1992, p. 143; Becker 1997, p.
22-25). As already noted, this model offers a dynamic approach that enables to take
into account the influence of socialization, social situations and past that shape the
potential evolution of the actor’s trajectory. It is concerned with the restitution of the
contexts of signification as they are experienced and ordered by the actors through
their narrative. It also allows locating the importance of the political adhesion within
the life course of an individual (Fillieule 2001). However, this model requires to re-
situate the narrative in the objective present circumstances of its production, and so to

3 By that, | here refer to the dates commemorated by the Party, the persons or events highlighted in
official documents edited by the organization, but also the most cited references employed by the
activists and Party’s officials.
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take into consideration the interference of the researcher (Schwartz 1990, p. 55) as
well as the objective conditions in which the subjective phenomena are taking place
(Suaud 1978, p. 9-10).

The implementation of this classical type of interview was inspired by the “life
course” approach, a model that necessitates some clarifications as the biographical
perspective is often characterized by a “utopia of completeness” (Passeron 1989, p. 5).
Drawing on Bourdieu’s famous comment about the “biographical illusion” (Bourdieu
1986), many have pointed the limits of the use of life narratives in interviews: the
semblance of transparency in the information, which can lead to the undermining of
the sociological analysis of the discourses (Passeron 1989; Pudal 1994), the tendency
of the actors to make up their stories in the light of what they perceive from the
objectives of the researcher (Peneff 1994; Bidart 2006), the uneven story-telling
capacity of the actors (Poliak 2002). Another issue is the difficulty to balance the
analysis between a model inspired by structuralism and focusing only on the macro
elements determining the life course of the actors on the one hand, and on the other
hand an impossible model in which everything would be considered and nothing
would be judged insignificant (Passeron 1989; De Connick &Gopard 1989). Yet, the
reconstructed nature of the life narrative voiced by the interviewees is precisely what
gives the force of that method. Because the biographical constructions operate hand in
hand with the identity formation of the actors (Damamme 1994; Redman 2005),
because the individual life stories are marked by socially built scenarios and models of
temporality (Coffey & Atkinson 1996; Bamberg 2007; Bruner 2004; Passerini 1989),
studying biographies offers inestimable insights on the interactions between
individuals and society at work in the social construction of reality. From the social
tenets that organize the story-telling practices™, it is possible to reach the logics of
signification shaping the perceptions of the actors.

Drawing on the narrative model, the interviews realized during the second
encounters were more directly aiming at the production of stories. The frame for the
interviews was composed of a series of photos and dates evoking major events and
figures of the partisan group™. Photographs and dates have been chosen after a round

" These principles can be identified through the study of parallelisms in narratives’ forms and/or
contend across cases as well as within a single case, the recurrence of specific references, expressions
or symbols, etc.

15 The events are: 1) “Baabda” (the presidential palace), 2) 14" of March 1989 (the beginning of anti-
Syrian “liberation war” by Michel Aoun), 3) the signing of Taef Agreement in 1989 (that ended the
civil war but was rejected by Aoun mainly because it legalized Syrian presence in Lebanon), 4) 13" of
October 1990 (Aoun’s defeat against Syrian army), 5) 7" of August 2001 (repression of a student
mobilization organized by the FPM), and 6) 7" of May 2005 (return of Michel Aoun after 15 years in
exile). The pictures are: 1) Michel Aoun (the leader of the Party), 2) Sayyed Hasan Nasrallah (leader
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of exploratory interviews — noting the events and characters spontaneously described
by the actors — and in reference to the official discourse produced by the Party about
its history, the history of Lebanon and, beyond the organizational structure, the history
of the social groups that compose the movement since its origins. The selection was
not easy to achieve, especially since the various trajectories of the actors seem to
highlight different path of analysis. When | was able to infer from the first interview
that specific events or characters play an important role in the universe of signification
of the person | met, | usually prepared a special slide to echo those particular poles of
interests. Although it can be seen as introducing a breach in the standard of the
method, it was made in order to favor the spontaneous inclinations of the actors and to
valorize the inter-relation by showing my attention to his or her preoccupations.

One possible bias is that my selection of characters was mainly centered on
Christian figures. However, it seemed logical as the interviewees repeatedly reported
the coherence of the proposed slides. Only twice this inclination toward Christian
personages was noticed and questioned by my interlocutor. In both cases, the remark
came from students stressing their secularist views. It remains that no one ever refused
to comment on any photo or date. | also made sure of maintaining the possibilities of
interaction as open as possible, especially by asking the interviewees in both
encounters about other figures that might be important for them. | also introduced new
slides to balance this aspect in the last phases of my fieldwork®®. Undoubtedly, my
selection was inspired by many free discussions | had on the ground but also reflected
a certain interpretation of the reality | observed as my focus on Christian characters
certainly refer to the idea of the anchoring of identification in the past memories of the
mainly Christian social groups in which the students of the Free Patriotic Movement
are inscribed. | nevertheless noted that particular personages particularly fuelled the
story-telling processes, and all of them were indeed Christian leaders®’.

In using this technique, my idea was to record the actors’ own interpretations of
these various referents in used within the group and to confront individual with

of Hezbollah) with Michel Aoun (a photo taken during the signing of the agreement between the two
parties), 3) general De Gaulle (comparisons are often made between these two figures), 4) Rafig Hariri
(former Prime minister), 5) Bachir Gemayel (former Christian militia head and Lebanon President,
assassinated in 1982), 6) Kamal Joumblatt (Druze and progressist leader) and Yasser Arafat (leader of
the Palestinian Liberation Organization) shaking hands, 7) Samir Geagea (his main Christian rival),
and 8) the former Maronite Patriarch, Msg. Nasrallah Sfeir. Photos number 4, 6, and 8 were introduced
in the last phases of the fieldwork, from October 2009.

1¢ See the previous footnote.

" The three figures were Michel Aoun, Bachir Gemayel, and Samir Geagea. For an analysis of these
characters in the students’ narratives, see Chapter Six.
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collective perceptions in order to note possible gaps, the convergences and
divergences, the adaptations and negotiations, which composed the narratives voiced
by the students. This method offered a tool at the same time flexible (everyone could
describe the photo as she/he wanted) and systematic (the same photos were shown to
all)*®. In the first try-outs of the method, the slides mentioning events and the photos
were submitted to the interviewees directly at the end of the discussion. But it turned
up that after discussions that often lasted for more than two hours, interviewees were
likely to simply qualify these events and characters with a few words. Therefore, the
method has been then used in a subsequent encounter. This enabled to enhance the
results of the interviews and also to give a concrete basis for a second meeting,
allowing the strengthening of the relations with the actors on the field. However, it
required seeing every interviewee twice, which was not always easy as many of them
had started new demanding jobs or had left the country to work.

The idea to use photographs and dates was inspired by a triple advantage noted by
Marie-Claire Lavabre whose study of the memory of the French communist party
relied partially on photos: first, it enables to leave more liberty to the actors who are
able to comment on any theme they consider related to the picture; second, the
succession of photos creates the impression of a “family album”, populated by
recognized figures and important episodes; third, images (as well as dates in the case
of this research) build link between past and present, generating a discourse on
memory (Lavabre 1994, p. 297). Besides, such a method proved to be adapted to the
blurred boundaries delimiting political groups in general and the FPM in particular on
the field. Contrary to direct questions about membership, which can be judged
offensive by the actors in a society where identity labeling is constant, the use of
photos and dates easily reveal the level of inscription within the partisan order, or/and
encourage the evocation of past memories and family experiences. This method
offered a large panel of possible identifications and story-lines for the interviewees
beyond the practical cleavage between members and non-members inoperative as
such. Because in the partisan societies, envisaged as perpetually reimagined groups,
the question is about identification rather than status (Mermier &Mervin 2012, p. 24),
the flexibility of the selected tool was useful to tackle the process of internalization
and adaptation of collective elements.

Beyond the efficiency of the method during the fieldwork, one remaining issue is
the nature of the material produced through the use of such interviews. Many

'8 Although new slides and pictures were progressively introduced, most of the data were collected
through the use of the same version.
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researchers, especially those who adopt an ethnographic approach regard data
produced in interviews as artificial and prefer using material obtained by the
observation of everyday life interaction . It is forgetting that interviews are
interactional events like any other encounter. “The interview is a form of conversation.
Someone asks a question and another person responds. It is an activity steeped in our
cultural codes (...). With the research interview, conversation has been transformed
into a research tool.” (Gudmundsdottir 2006 [1996], p. 220) Thus, “the fact that
narratives are elicited does not, per se, mean that the stories produced in interview will
be artificial and will be told without any real social objective, but simply that the
interactional rules and social relationships involved are different from those of
ordinary conversation and other environments” (De Fina 2009, p. 237). The status of
the data is determined by the context of its production, but none of the interactional
situation in which material is found is more “natural” than others. Rather, using data
collected through interviews may enable to avoid the illusion of spontaneity and
immediacy suggested by ethnographic observations (Tedlock 1983, p. 302-311). It is
clear that narratives are interacted and negotiated, co-produced between the
participants in the conversation (Bamberg 2004; Mishler 1991). Interviews are not
monologues, but multi-voiced productions oriented by the questions of the researcher,
the place of the meeting, the eventual audience, etc. What kinds of relations were tied
with the interviewees? What were the expectations implicitly shaping the encounters?
How participants negotiated their respective positions? Those parameters inevitably
affected the course of my interactions with the actors and impose to resituate as much
as possible the various narratives in their contexts of production.

B) Staging the encounters with participants

The delimitation of the observation sites as well as the selection of the participants
were directed by considerations both practical and theoretical. The first choice was to
confine fieldwork exploration to Beirut. It of course hugely facilitated data collection
but the decision was also made because of the specific status of the Lebanese capital
city. Historically, Beirut has been the center of the university world and two of the
main universities in terms of heritage and prestige are situated there. Although many
universities have developed in other regions since the outbreak of the civil war in
1975, many students still come from peripheral area to study in the main university
centers. It has to be kept in mind that Beirut’s agglomeration also concentrates nearly
half of the Lebanese population. A vast number of families originated from various

¥ On the discussion about “natural” and “contrived” data, see for example Speer 2002.
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parts of the Lebanese territory have settled in the city, especially during the second
part of the 20™ century (Khuri 1975). Besides, the small size of the country enables
many young to join campuses in the capital. Focusing on Beirut then didn’t limit the
diversity of geographical origins and even, at a lesser extend though, of living areas of
the students.

Three universities were chosen: the American University of Beirut (AUB), the
Saint-Joseph University (USJ — from French: Université Saint-Joseph), and the
Lebanese University (LU). The first two are private institutions both created in the 19"
century®, and have played a central role in the influence of the Lebanese educational
system in the region. The AUB particularly took an active part in Beirut’s cultural
centrality in the Arab world, while the USJ has trained most of the state officials since
the 20" century (Favier 2004, Chapter 1). Beyond that historical and prominent
weight, the AUB and the USJ strongly impacted the rise of the student mobilizations
in Lebanon. Indeed, at the eve of the civil war, the AUB had become a major site of
political struggle (Barakat 1977; Le Pottier 1998; Rabah 2009), while USJ latter
appeared as a center of the contestation against the Syrian rule in Lebanon in the years
1990s and the early 2000s. Concerning the USJ, whose premises are split between
several locations®}, | precisely chose to concentrate on the specific campus of Social
Sciences situated in Huvelin Street — in Eastern Beirut — for its importance in the
student protests against the Syrian military presence in Lebanon in which the young
supporters of the Free Patriotic Movement played a central role?.

The selection of the Lebanese University was also due to its historical impact on
the student movements in Lebanon (Favier 2004). Moreover, it proved to be necessary
in order to limit a possible bias in the data regarding the socio-economic conditions of
the students. Contrary to the AUB and the USJ, the LU is a public university,
administrated by the state. While tuition fees are comprised between 6,000 and 19,000
US dollars a year in the USJ and the AUB?, they do not exceed 200 US dollars in the

®The AUB was founded in 1864 as the Syrian Protestant College. The USJ was founded in 1875 by
Jesuits originated from France.

! |In Beirut, the various USJ campuses are scattered in the Christian eastern part of the city: the
campus of Medical Sciences, the recently opened campus of Sport and Innovation as well as the
campus of Human Sciences in Damas Street, the campus of Social Sciences in Huvelin Street, the
campus of Sciences and Technology in Mkalles (in the near eastern suburb) including the Engineering
School ESIB (Ecole Supérieure d’Ingénieurs de Beyrouth), and the university headquarters in Monot.

22 As an illustration of the central role played by the campus of Huvelin in these protests, it is possible
to mention the Lebanese movie written by Maroun Nassar and directed by Munir Maasri entitled “Rue
Huvelin”, released in Lebanon in 2011.

% In both cases, the amount is determined by the studied major and the number of academic credits. In
the AUB, newcomers who wish to enroll during the 2011-2012 academic year have to pay between
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LU Such dissimilarities in the cost of the studies have of course an impact on the
profile of the students in these three universities (Al-Amine 1997). In order to take
these differences into account, it was necessary to consider as well young studying in
the LU. My hypothesis was that socio-economic background did not drastically affect
the processes of identification, and that consequently, the mechanisms of affiliation
narrated by the various students would be comparable whatever their financial
situation. After the realization of the interviews, this hypothesis was confirmed but
altered: if socio-economic conditions do not seem central in the construction of
affiliation, the relations with the group is affected, although less by a deprived position
in terms of financial resources than by the academically marginal position of the LU
compared to the AUB and the USJ.

The segmentation of the LU into regional branches made it impossible to study on
a general basis. | therefore focused on faculties belonging to the branch II,
corresponding to the mainly Christian Eastern part of the Beirut region. The choice
was made because of the FPM strong implantation in this region. However, due to
material limitations, | was not able to concentrate on a specific campus. The students I
met were belonging to different institutions situated in various locations: the Faculty of
Sciences and the Faculty of Information in Fanar, the Engineering Faculty in Roumieh,
the Faculty of Management in Achrafiyeh, and the faculty of Political Sciences in Jal
el-Dib?. Apart from the campus situated in Achrafiyeh, in the central part of Beirut,
the other faculties of the branch Il are all situated in suburban areas. The remote
location of some of these institutions, especially the Faculty of Engineering in
Roumieh, as well as the absence of public transportation made the fieldwork
conditions much more difficult. If reaching the faculty in Roumieh from Beirut was
rather easy — although quite long — thanks to the use of “services”, the Lebanese
collective taxis, the return trips were much more improvised. | learned in particular
from some students the “art” of hitchhiking from the small isolated campus situated in
the first slopes of the Mountain above Beirut.

13,726 $ and 19,176 $ for the complete year depending on the faculty. See:
http://www.aub.edu.lb/main/admissions/Documents/Tuition-2011.pdf [August 2012]

In the USJ, during the academic year 2009-2010, the basic formation (Bachelor Degree — 180 credits)
in the majors taught in the campus of Social Sciences (Management, Law, Political Science,
Economics) cost 20,340 $ for three years (113 $/credit), i.e. 6780 $ a year. See:
http://www.usj.edu.lb/pdf/guide09-10.pdf [August 2012]

**For example in Law, the cost for registration is 195,000 Lebanese Pounds, around 100 Euros. See:
http://www.auf.org/bureau-moyen-orient/actions-regionales/filieres-de-formation/licence-en-droit-
universite-libanaise [August 2012]

% A doctoral student from the Faculty of Letters and Human Sciences in Fanar is also part of the main
material of this research.
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The observations made in the various university settings were mainly realized
during special events, like student elections, strikes, meetings, etc. | also practiced
observations during ordinary days in the different campuses, especially in the AUB,
Huvelin Street and the LU campus in Achrafiyeh since they were the more accessible
sites. Besides these situational observations, | also participated in students meetings
outside universities, generally with the FPM groups. Those were in most of the cases
organized within the main office of the Free Patriotic Movement, first in the Queen’s
Plaza building in Jdeydeh el-Metn (North-Eastern suburb of Beirut), then, from 2009,
in the Mirna Chalouhi Center in Sinn el-Fil, East of the capital. | also joined in several
meetings, demonstrations or gatherings of student branches from other political
groups, such as the Lebanese Communist Party?®, Amal and Hezbollah?'. Participation
in student activities such as demonstrations, festivals, conferences, socialization camps
needed the establishment of stable and trusted relationships with student groups and
required a long-term presence on the field, which was achieved concretely through the
conduction of several trips, lasting between one month and 10 months: from October
to December 2007, from April to May 2008, from October to November 2008 and in
March 2009, from September 2009 to June 2010, from October to December 2010 and
finally from March to April 2011.

During these fieldwork periods, participants were selected among students — or
former students — involved in different ways in political activities inside and/or outside
their universities through the use of a kind of “snowball sampling” (Glaser &Strauss
1967). This sampling method was used due to the absence of quantitative data
concerning party membership among students. There are no complete data about the
number of adherents in the political organisations such as the Free Patriotic
Movement, especially in the case of the students as many of them have not reach the
minimum age (20 years old) to legally join the Party. Therefore, it is hardly possible to
realize a comprehensive sociology of the political organisations considered due to the
lack of reliable data concerning the number, origins, occupations, etc. of members. Are
taken into account in this research students who label themselves as activists or

% Beside meetings organized in the Lebanese Communist Party center in Western Beirut, | participated
in two gatherings in November 2008 celebrating the foundation of the Party, the main one being held
in the Unesco Palace in Beirut (on the 2™ of November), as well as in one demonstration organized
against the high prices of electricity in front of the Lebanese Electricity Company building in 2009
(November 23).

2| participated in a gathering organized by the Amal Movement in the LU main campus in the
Southern suburb of Beirut (March 11, 2009), in memory of the Imam Nassim Sadr, the founder of the
party who disappeared in Libya in 1978. I also observed, among other anterior or smaller activities, an
exhibition (ma'rad) set up by Hezbollah students to promote the Resistance waged by the military
wing of the party (March 2009).
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sympathizers, who engage in activities with the partisan group in or outside
universities, and/or who are part of the party’s social networks. One of my aims is
precisely to study how different degrees of engagement can produce distinct form of
identification, commitment and construction of the self. Moreover, snowball sampling
enabled to highlight the networks that constitute the sociability of the activists’ groups
or define the inter-personal relations existing among politically active students. |
concentrate mainly on students identifying themselves with the FPM, although, as
previously mentioned, not all have officially joined the Party. The fact that they
identified themselves with the group and took part in some of its activities was
sufficient to define a potential research participant. Snowball sampling also implies
that the three sites of observations were discovered in turn, although starting the
Investigation in one university did not end the frequentation of the others. | first
focused my attention on USJ, before opening a comprehensive study of the FPM group
in AUB from the spring 2010. Finally, the last months of my fieldwork were more
devoted to the LU.

In the end, a main sample of 44 students active in the FPM was constituted using
this technique and a large majority of them underwent the two interviews. Besides,
other participants were selected among students supporting other political groups, and
interviews were also organized with former activists, party officials (especially those
in charge of the political socialization), and various experts (researchers, journalists,
social workers, etc.). Such interviews offer a perspective on the Lebanese society as a
whole but also on the strategies deployed by parties to socialize students — and more
generally all members®.

The core sample reflects the variety of observation sites as well as the diversity of
the profile coexisting in the FPM student groups®. Academically, it is constituted by
14 students from the AUB, 17 from the USJ, and 13 from the LU. A vast majority of
these students are males (36). This may reflect in a way the general image of relative
female absence from political activism; however such an interpretation would be
inflated as many girls appeared to take part in the various activities of the FPM groups
in the three considered universities. If active male students are undoubtedly more
numerous, their over-representation in my sample may be due to two biases. First, as |
will discuss later, many contacts were given by an official of the FPM student
committee who tended to introduce me to the students in charge in the various
faculties | investigated, and only one of them was a female, in the LU Faculty of

%8 See the list of all the interviews held for this research, appendix.

 Tables that summarize the profiles of the core sample are available in the appendix.
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Information. So the under-visibility of women might be a sign of their relative
deprived position in the structure of the organization. Second, being a man myself,
contact has probably proved easier with male student. Due to the length of my study —
which stretched over 5 years — and to the variable academic advancement of the
students | met, their age range is comprised between 19 and 33 years old. Two main
age groups are apparent: those born in the early or mid-1980s, and those born in 1989
and 1990. As | will demonstrate later, this affects their perception of reality and their
identification with the collective memory of the FPM*. Remarkably, students of the
core sample come predominantly from Christian families (41) rather than Muslim
families (2) or mixed families (1). Finally, the geographical distribution of students’
living places and regions of origins is echoing the national implantation of the FPM as
demonstrated by the national elections held in 2005 and 2009: most of the students
from the core sample are originated from central Mount Lebanon (25) — Metn (10),
Kesrwan (4), Jbeil (2), and Baabda-Aley (9). Other geographical origins are found in
the Mohafazat® of South Lebanon and Nabatiyyeh (6) — especially the region of
Jezzine (3); North (3) — all in the Christian area around Batroun, Tannourine and
Zgharta; the Begaa valley (5) — in particular Zahleh (3); Beirut (1); and finally the
Chouf (4). As to the living locations, they are concentrated in Beirut (10) — mainly
Achrafiyeh-Gemmayzeh (9) — or its close Northern and Eastern suburbs,
corresponding respectively to the districts of Metn (18) and Baabda-Aley (6). The
remaining students live in Kesrwan (8), Damour (1), and Jbeil (1).

The general outline of the core sample offers an impression on the global social
shape of the FPM youth. However, it should not mask the biases of the snowball
sampling technique, which for instance is likely to reinforce the sameness between
interviewees due to their proximity and to possible phenomena of inter-influence
(Dechezelles 2006, p. 53). Snowball sampling may also affect the relation with the
researcher when hierarchical networks have been employed to enter in touch with
participants (Pingon &Pincon-Charlot 1991, p. 123). In any case, my methodological
approach implied that the corpus was not elaborated in order to be representative of the
entire studied population. Nevertheless, it does not prevent from producing scientific
hypothesis as the non-representative nature of one case compared to the potential
entire population concerned does not mean that the processes revealed within this

% For an analysis of the generational gaps, see Chapter Four.

1 The Mohafazat represent the administrative provincial divisions of the Lebanese territory. There are
six officially recognized (Beirut, Mount Lebanon, North Lebanon, Begaa Valley, South Lebanon and
Nabatiyyeh), while two others have been approved but not yet implemented (the district of ‘Akkar in
the far-North and the district of Baalbeck-Hermel in the North-East).
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single case cannot be used to generate valid conclusions (Grojean 2008, p. 311).
Focusing on individual trajectories does not impede to shed light on more global social
processes as the indices of the socially constructed systems of representations can
often be revealed by micro-analysis centered on personal level (Michelat 1975, p.
130), provided each case is always evocated in relation to its own context. This
research is not concerned with a global analysis of the partisan milieu as such — which
would be based on the construction of a representative sample among the youth
mobilization units of FPM — especially since quantitative data on that matter simply do
not exist. Nonetheless, even without a statistically representative sample, it remains
possible to demonstrate from a limited number of interviews (Beaud 1996, p. 252) in
which configurations young students are susceptible to engage themselves in partisan
activities, what significations it has for them and how those significations are
themselves the social product of their implication within the partisan group.

Beyond theoretical issue, the construction of the sample and the realization of
interviews were primary constrained by practical matters. Several field entry
techniques were employed, not always with success. The main failures of my
fieldwork concern the incapacity to build a genuine comparative study. At first, at
following the completion of my Master thesis on Hezbollah students, | envisaged
analyzing both the FPM and Hezbollah student. In spite of past connections
established with Hezbollah officials of the youth mobilization unit, as well as ties with
some students belonging to the party, the situation following by the 2006 Israeli attack
on Lebanon impeded the continuation of my research in favorable conditions. Both the
rising tension in the national political field between Hezbollah and its rivals and the
fear of Israeli intelligence activities led the party to strengthen its control on research
activities. From the end of 2006, it was necessary to obtain a permit to interview any
Hezbollah officials, including students. Getting the permit was not easy task®?, and my
several attempts remained unfruitful. Clearly in such cases, a research program does
not weight much in front of completely different matters. After | realized that the
inquiry would be extremely difficult, maybe impossible, | decided to change my plans
as | refused to work without the approval of the organization. Nevertheless | did
occasionally meet with some students from the student committee of the LU main
campus situated in Hadath, in the heart of the Dahiyeh. It is widely known that

%2 First, you need to go to an inconspicuous office in the Southern suburb of Beirut, Hezbollah’s
stronghold. There, a photocopy of your passport is taken and you are requested to describe your
project, name the people you would like to interview and list the questions you will be asking. After
you completed this, you are told that someone will eventually contact you. In most of the cases, it
never happens.

63



Hezbollah students are dominant there, and | had established bonds with some of them
during my previous studies. This at least enabled me to draw on occasional
comparisons between the FPM and Hezbollah youth.

Another following failure also proved the precariousness of improvised field entry
technique based on personal relations. As | was aiming at developing my insertion
within other youth political organizations, | established close links with a
representative of the Lebanese Communist Party (LCP) in the party’s youth council of
Beirut. Although the LCP lost most of its national influence, it remains an organization
with strong societal roots. Moreover, its extensive socialization program for the youth
was of my interest. | thus decided to participate as much as possible in the activities of
the communist youth, thanks to the help of my friend. | joined in a number of meetings
and demonstrations® but my efforts soon failed short as a major internal strife arose
within the party. It appeared that my young friend was one of the leaders of an attack
against the direction of the organization, accusing it of immobilism. The case of the
LCP in itself is very interesting as uprisings of the youth against the old apparatchiks
seem to outburst on a regular basis**. However, | was not able to study the crisis
further. Being associated with one of the rebels, | was rapidly banned from all
gathering and activities. After having promised to accept me during the formations
organized for students, the head of the youth socialization unit, who remained loyal to
the direction of the party, stopped answering my phone calls.

My relations with the FPM, although not without periods of tensions, were more
functional. My insertion within FPM student groups was facilitated by an earlier
encounter. During my Master studies, | met Jacques, the Tayyar’s coordinator in the
USJ campus of Social Sciences in Huvelin Street. | contacted him again when | started
my doctoral research and he introduced me to some of his fellows. Like Jacques, most
of them were born in the early or mid-1980s and had been active in the movement
since the first years of the 2000 decade, when the FPM was still an unauthorized
association fighting against the Syrian presence in Lebanon. Jacques and his comrades
Alain, Elza or Tayeb were all finishing their studies in the USJ and obtained positions
within various FPM committees, including the office of Youth and Student Affairs (al-
Shabab wa al-Shu’'un al-Talabiyya). During the first months of my fieldwork, I
benefited from their respective networks among the student groups on the ground and
within the movement structures. | was then able to draw on these interconnections to

% See footnote 18.

% Agnés Favier describes in details the struggle mainly organized by students within the Lebanese
Communist Party in the 1960s and 1970s. See Favier 2004, chapter 3.
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get accepted by the FPM students in the USJ and widen my interconnections among
them. Social networks were exploited, every encounter offering new potential
participants. | used the same technique to meet with party officials, always making use
of interpersonal connections.

However, employing this technique did not mean that | was freed of the
organization’s influence. First, I was required to obtain the Party’s approval each time
| wanted to observe a meeting or gathering. For example, | was authorized to monitor
meetings between university students but not to survey any formation session, on the
account that instructors refuse to be exposed as FPM sympathizers in front of outsiders
as it might have impact their professional careers. Second, research participants were
in most of the cases selected by representatives of the FPM Student Affairs or by
fellow activists®, which of course affected the profile of the interviewees. | was
oriented toward those considered in the group as legitimate models of FPMers. When
practicing such fieldwork techniques, distortions of this sort are impossible to avoid at
some point. But it is necessary to take them into account when interpreting the data.

Before describing my overall interpretative choices, a last word should be said
about the locations and conditions of the interviews. To collect interviews inside the
universities was submitted to the acceptance of the administration. For this reason, I
rarely did so and generally interviewed the students in cafés or other public/open
places. Access to the different campuses was variable. Both the AUB and the USJ
Impose a strict control at the gates. | was nevertheless able to enter using different
strategies. Concerning the USJ, it was possible to buy a library card as external
researcher,—Equipped with such a card | was able to come in and out without problem.
In the AUB | usually met one of my contacts at the gate and went through the security
with him or her. When this was not possible, | could use some professors or staff
members informed in advance as references to enter. The problem was much more
acute during the university elections as fear of violence between political rivals
prompted universities to prevent the entrance of any outsider. In was therefore
necessary to negotiate my presence in advance with the administration. In the USJ, |
was finally authorized to follow the voting in 2008 and partially in 2009. In the AUB, |
was granted access in for the 2010 elections after | was able to find a professor as
surety and underwent an Internet course on research Ethics.

In order to affine my knowledge of the universe in which students were evolving,
in most cases | used to let them choose the place of the interview. During the first
times of my fieldwork, | noticed that FPM students form the USJ used to meet in a

% 0n the impact of this bias, see the following section.
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particular café, Water Lemon, situated in the ABC, the main mall of Achrafiyeh. At
that time, the rival group of the Lebanese Forces were said to have their favorite
meeting place a few meters away, in the Starbucks café of the Sassine Place. However,
this implantation shifted with time, the next generation of FPM students selecting
different venues, including the previously mentioned Starbucks. Some students with a
deeper insertion within the Party were also likely to organize our meeting in the
premises of the FPM. Many of the interviews were consequently held in the FPM
central office in Sin el-Fil. Among students, none invited me to make the interview at
their homes. Beyond my externality, there are, | think, several reasons to that. First,
their homes are in all cases, the house of their parents. On the contrary, several older
FPM officials greeted me at their own place. Second, from their description of their
activities, they appeared to spend a very small amount of their time at home, at least
during the week. Between day hours at the university, political meetings and time in
the cafés, many of them complained that they have usually no time left to see their
families. Third, as | mentioned, many of them were living in the great suburb of
Beirut, especially in the Metn region. They may have assumed that it could be more
difficult for me to find their home. Besides, being in Beirut for their studies during the
day, it might be also more practical for them to set a meeting place in the city center. |
myself never requested to visit their houses. | did not use a formal type of informed
consent, but rather discussed and agreed the terms with each participant before the
interviews. Some asked anonymity, others did not. Some wanted only a few details to
be concealed. Most of them agreed that the interviews would be recorded, but two
refused — one of whom changing his mind after contemplating me struggling to write
down his comment. In other more improvised cases, interviews were not recorded due
to the lack of time (for instance when a conversation had already started spontaneously
and | did not want to interrupt it or neither to risk to change the interactional rules by
pulling out my recorder) or the absence of the adequate material.

The last important issue is related to the language used in the interviews. Most of
interviewees were perfectly fluent in French or English, often in both, and
spontaneously talked to me in those languages when they knew | was French. Only
one was held completely in Arabic. In that case, the participant decided on her part to
bring a friend from her university — whom | already interviewed — to assist me in case
of trouble. Such a situation has to be put in relation with the existing educational
system in Lebanon. They had studied in either French or English from their childhood.
Those registered in the LU had at least a minimum number of their courses in French
or English while the others were studying in English speaking (AUB) or French
speaking (USJ) universities. This does not mean that change in the language had no
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impact. It certainly affected the research relations as well as their capacity to express
themselves. When some of them had troubles, they used to switch back to Arabic. My
basic knowledge of the language enabled me to understand their references, but also to
introduce myself during the first contacts, especially in the last parts of my fieldwork.
In some cases, the fact that interviews were held in French or English also proved
profitable: a brutal change of the language is usually the sign of a strong and deep
impact of heard slogans, previous conversations, mutually shared formulas. Some of
the most famous sayings of Michel Aoun were systematically pronounced in Arabic,
even if the narrator was perfectly fluent in French or English. In that sense, switching
the language was a good indicator of the inscription of group references within the
universe of signification voiced by the actors. It was especially the case with dates.
Many students were confusing some of the events but often noticeably recovered when
presented with the date in Arabic — either if | told them or if they pronounced it out
loud as a help to stimulate their remembering®. Without the noticeable switch in
languages, | would not have been able to note the difference between normal
conversation and the symbols of specific slogans and formulas strongly rooted in the

students’ minds.

C) Returning from the fieldwork

The data processing approach chosen a priori was inspired by the model derived from
the “grounded theory” (Glaser &Strauss 1967): fieldwork was started without well-
structured hypothesis. Observations and interviews produced the frame of analysis
which has been sharpened through confrontation with existing literature. In total, more
than one hundred interviews*’ and many observations have been accumulated.
Generally speaking, they were processed using a narrative approach focusing on “the
ways in which social actors produce, represent, and contextualize experience and
personal knowledge through narratives and other genres” (Coffey &Atkinson 1996, p.
54). Trying to understand the actors and find significations in the narrative of the
interviewees can easily lead to over-interpretation (Olivier de Sardan 1996). Such an
approach relying on empathy and decryption of signification is all but simple (Dubet

% This tends to prove the significance of living oral memory and therefore of transmission and
socialization in the constitution of the group’s references. Events appear as symbols circulating within
the group.

% An approximate total of 150 interviews were realized since between October 2007 and March 2011.
Moreover, data include around 30 more interviews held in 2006 mostly during my Master thesis
fieldwork. See the list of interviews in the appendix.
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1987, p. 429). However, interpretation is a needed risk (Lahire 1996, p. 86) especially
when concentrating on representations (Duchesne 1996, p. 204).

In the narrative perspective, the three main problems induced by the interpretation
as summarized by Catherine Riessman are the following: 1) How to transform talk into
a written text and how narrative passages are selected? 2) What aspects of the chosen
narratives constitute the basis for interpretation? 3) Who determines the meaning of a
narrative? (Riessman 1993, p. 25)

The selection of narratives

Considering the choices and delimitation of the narrative passages, it is first necessary
to explain how narrative is technically defined in this research. There is no
conventional conception of narrative (Riessman 1993, p.17). In Poetics, Aristotle
describes a narrative as having a beginning, middle and end. Although this general
view is widely favored, many disagreements remain, essentially due to the various
disciplinary uses of the concept. While socio-linguists use a very restrictive and formal
definition centered on structural analysis of stories understood as the accounts of past
experiences in a sequential order (Labov &Waletsky 1967; Labov 1972), others
scholars consider that although sequence is necessary, it is not sufficient to define a
narrative. Some privilege consequential sequencing (Young 1987), even over
chronological order whereas others insist on thematic sequencing (Michaels 1981). At
the other extreme of the scope, anthropologists often take entire life stories completed
with meticulous observations as narratives (Riessman 2008, p. 5). My position in that
matter is intermediary as | will consider narratives composed of extended accounts of
personal experiences. This material unfolds several levels of stories, from the general
stories designed by the collectivity as expressed across the various interviews of all the
participants, via the individuals’ life narratives reconstituted over the course of the
double interview, to much smaller and more circumstantial accounts voiced as
anecdotes by the participants.

Before the selection of extracts, all interviews were transcribed. Transcribing a
discourse is already an interpretative practice driven by the theoretical framework.
Alternative transcription displays provide different bases for possible interpretations
(Mishler 1991). Because my work is more concerned with a sociology of knowledge
than with a linguistic analysis, | chose to preserve readability by not systematically
indicating intonation, pauses, stress, in the text unless if they are particularly marked.
In order to enhance the restitution of the data, the quotations in French are presented in
their original language. Only short French sentences and Arabic quotes are transcribed
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into their English translation. Significant expressions in Arabic highlighted by the
narrators are also conserved in their original language.

The selection in itself was inspired by the research question and the method. My
focus being on the identification processes and the continuous exchanges that
construct both the individuals and the groups, | highlighted extracts that I my view
underline such patterns: extracts that inspired my hypotheses or that can be seen as
incarnating an ideal type. A research is made of choices, some more difficult than
others. The decision to present particular episodes rather than others were made in the
light of their demonstrative force, keeping in mind that all forms of representing
experience are selective and partial (Riessman 1993, p. 15). In several occasions,
during the course of the interaction with participants or during data processing
significations seemed to arise, striking with the strength of obviousness. Sometimes
however, once represented on paper, these interpretations looked much less
convincing. The writing process is often confronted with what Genette calls the
“deception of the fixation of the meaning” (Genette 1966 p. 146). Signification is
contextual and necessarily imperfectly restituted. Interpretation is all the more difficult
since participants, because of the complexity of human experience, are not displaying
a perfectly clear and coherent image in their interviews. Several indices were used to
identify important or meaningful passages such as the repetition of similar narratives
in the same interview or across various cases, the clarity of particular stories or
observations, and the emotions attached to specific passages, although this emotional
dimension has to be objectified during the analysis (Kauffman 1996, p. 78).

The interpretative approach

The various elements have been studied through detailed analysis and impregnation
with the data. Interviews were transcribed, read, summarized, re-heard and re-read
several times. This process intended to generate the hypotheses by immersion within
the material and reconsideration of the previous interpretations (Kauffman 1996, p. 75-
102).

My turn toward the concept of narrative was, as | explained, more motivated by the
potential and unexplored possibilities it seems to offer in order to analyze the
Lebanese society. The narrative perspective is considered in this research as a heuristic
tool. Therefore, making use of the plasticity of the narrative methods, | developed my
own conception of the narrative analysis. Departing from the theory of Berger and
Luckmann, | added the narrative perspective to reintroduce the discourse within the
sociology of knowledge and thus enable, as Reiner Keller explains, to analyze the
collective production of reality and the circulation of knowledge without falling into
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abstraction or reductionism (Keller 2007, p. 296). Inspired by the hermeneutics, the
author suggests developing an analysis of the discursive production of the social
structures and symbolic orders (ibid, p. 298). In that perspective, a narrative is
interpreted as a structured and structuring structure to paraphrase Bourdieu’s definition
of habitus. What matters is less the utterance of the language practice, but its collective
and typical dimension. The focal point must be on the relation between a particular
narrative voiced by a participant and the social narratives in which it is embedded.

To do so, it is necessary to question the symbolic vision of reality expressed by a
narrative. This construction of meaning relies on structures of knowledge. However,
this does not mean that social structures are imposed on individuals, because if the
actors are not directly the authors of these structures, it remains that knowledge is
produced by social practices (Berger &Luckmann 1966). As in the duality of structure
discussed by Anthony Giddens, the collective structures of knowledge work as a
resource and a constraint for the actors who can only exist in relation to the structure.
As language is structured by grammar but also leaves room for interpretations or the
creation of completely new words, agency is structured by the stock of knowledge
available in a given social context but uses this frame to develop specific
interpretations (Giddens 1984).

My objective being to understand the processes through which identifications are
elaborated, transmitted, maintained and transformed, my interpretation concentrates on
the ordering principles and sense-making devices produced by the narratives. From the
structure and the salient themes in the selected extracts, | intend to explore two major
elements in the construction and the display of groupness: the identity claims and the
social narrations through which the actor mediates the inscription of their biographical
experiences within the wider social structures. It aims at:

Understanding the ways in which the participants are identifying themselves and
are being identified by the various components of the narratives they produced.

De-constructing the backstage i.e. the social ordering devices that lay behind their
personal experiences and structure their modes of perceiving and narrating their
identity.

To tackle these two dimensions, the interpretative demarche relies on the study of
four interlinked elements (Keller 2007, p. 300-301)*: 1) the interpretative schemes or

%To construct this analytical guideline, Reiner Keller was inspired by the notion of “interpretative
repertoire of a discourse”, coming from the work of Jonathan Potter and Margaret Wetherell. The two
authors proposed a cognitive discourse analysis characterized by a triple emphasis: on the
content/meaning of human experience, on communication as the basis for shared social
understandings, and on the constructive processes through which reality is built (Potter &Wetherell
1998, p. 139).
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frames on which the students’ narratives are based, i.e. the symbolic systems,
historically and socially situated, that constitute the main frames sustaining the actors’
stories ; 2) the classifications of reality produced by a narrative, i.e. the production of
categories and the allocation of their significations, including the auto-representation
of the self and the drawing of the in-group/out-group boundaries; 3) the aspects of
reality narratively constructed as real, referring to what Mannheim defined as
“Aspektstructur” (Mannheim 1955 [1936], p. 265-266), or phenomenal structure; 4)
and the emplotment or narrative structure organizing the speech, i.e. the principles
ordering the significations within the students’ narratives.

The question of authorship

The third and final issue has a double implication: ethical and analytical. On the
ethical side, the question is to know who is entitled to create the meaning presented in
the research. The analytical matter refers to the focus point of the interpretation.

Is the researcher authorized to interpret the signification of the narratives he heard?
The question presents an important ethical dilemma concerning the role of the
scientist: is it right to impose meaning on the voice of others? Is any interpretation of
their narratives a form of betrayal? In spite of such interrogations, it is necessary to go
beyond the illusion that “data speaks for itself” and therefore to accept the inherent
risk of interpretation provided data production and processing are realized in
accordance with the shared commitments of the scientific approach. There are two
possible ways to pass these ethical doubts. The first one is inspired by the view of
Pierre Bourdieu described in La Misere du Monde, when he presents the researcher as
an “a midwife of the minds” [“accoucheur” de I’esprit] (Bourdieu 1993, p. 919). In
this sense, the researcher is the one who enabled the interviewees’ speech to arise and
the one who uncovers the reality of the social signification of the person’s existence.
For my part, | would like to follow a somehow related but different perspective.
Indeed, because of Bourdieu’s position about the biographical illusion, his argument
seems to underestimate an essential aspect: a person is a self-narrating organism
(Gergen &Gergen 1988; Polkinghorne 1991) that has acquired a memory and a
temporality of the self, implying that the narrative time is not linear but turns back on
itself through the processes of cognition (memory) and sociality (interactions with
others cognitive subjects). As a consequence, because the self is all the time
interpreting itself through the process of cognition and recognition, the person that the
researcher meets is necessarily “an already interpreted person” and the data collected
Is also already an interpretation (Maines 2006 [1993], p. 124-125). It means that the
sociologist is not exposing the unique interpretation of the person but only one
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possible version of it. Nonetheless, Bourdieu is right to point the creative role of the
researcher whose presence and skills generate a specific interpretation of the self from
the participant. It is precisely because he co-produced the interview material that the
researcher is not dispossessing the interviewees from their minds when interpreting
their narratives.

Concerning the choice of an analytical level to determine the meanings of the
collected stories, one of my main preoccupations was to find the right focal point. The
question is to know whether to concentrate on the agent or on the social structure when
allocating the meaning of the narratives. The problem is best illustrated by the bus
metaphor adopted by Schumpeter to describe the concept of social class*. Drawing on
this metaphor, Jean-Claude Passeron proposed a perspective to jointly understand the
biographical orders and the social structure based on the theory of interactionism
(Passeron 1989, p. 19-20). To articulate the levels of significations is precisely one of
the main issues of the sociology of activism (Sawicki &Siméant 2009, p. 13). In order
to join the study of individuals in interactions (micro-level) to the histories and
structures of the social groups or organizations (meso-level), as well as to more
general socio-economical transformations and generational changes (macro-level), 1
propose to complete the interactionist approach suggested by Passeron with the
narrative perspective. Indeed, one of the main limits of individually based interviews is
to create distorted images by magnifying personal experiences at the expense of the
exploration of a more global social meaning. For that matter, narrative analysis offers
an ideal starting point as narratives, though individually expressed, are intrinsically
collective acts (Maines 2006 [1993], p. 138) since “autobiographical talks are
accomplished not only through individual creativity, but through the use of social
conventions and topoi” (De Fina 2009, p. 254). Because narratives are at the same
time the expression of individual experience, group structures and social institutions,
their study enables to go beyond what Bourdieu denounced as the false antinomy
created by the debate between micro or macro analysis (Bourdieu 1988) and to
empirically tackle the issue of interpenetration between multi-layered phenomena as
Bourdieu enjoined us to do (Wacquant 1990, p. 684).

% The dilemma is to choose between describing the omnibus or its passengers. If the focalization is set
on the bus, the risk is to analyze a social structure without taking into consideration the persons who
constitute it. Thus, the researcher will be unable to point alternations in the composition of the group
(such as generational changes): the passengers would have changed without that transformation
noticed. The opposite problem would be to describe a passenger in all its specificities but deprived of
the frame represented by the bus (Schumpeter 1966 [1927], p. 126).
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Limitations and precautions

The selected method imposed to remain aware of biases induced by the focalization on
discourses: the plasticity of meanings and representations that forces the researcher to
take into account specific significations associated with particular terms or references
in the studied group; the tendency of the interviewee to answer in accordance with
what is perceived as the researcher’s aim; and finally the unequal storytelling capacity
of the different participants which might indirectly incite the researcher to focus more
on the better-structured accounts. It was precisely to tackle this last bias that | decided
to concentrate on young students. Indeed, in most cases, the studies about individual
activism tend to highlight profiles of experienced intellectuals or party officials (on
Lebanon, see for example Favier 2004; Dot-Pouillard 2009) who master narrative
skills and are able to organize their life stories in accordance with a specific and
coherent emplotment (Strauss 1992 [1959], p. 153). Young students, because they are
situated in an early stage of their life course globally appeared less at ease with the
techniques of narrativity. Although the stories voiced by more experienced activists
sounded more structured and perhaps more pleasant to listen, | focused on less
sophisticated accounts to enlarge the focalization and adopt a renewed point of view
on narratives about activism and identification.

It remains that “narrative truths are always partial — committed and incomplete”
(Riessman 2008, p. 186; see also Clifford 1986, p. 7). Interpretations are necessarily
circumstantial, distorted by the methodological perspectives and the researcher’s
views. Verifying the accuracy of the narrated episodes is not only impossible, but also
inappropriate. In interpreting students’ speeches, my focus is not on historical or
factual truth but rather on the ways they intend to create and allocate significations.
The aim of this study is to understand how the group is constructed by a specific
interpretation of the reality. Validating the facts is therefore less important than
understanding the construction of meanings for the individual and the group in
question (Riessman 2008, p. 187). It does not mean that it was never attempted to
check the veracity of the narrated stories, especially through the confrontation between
various accounts or the use of newspapers as well as scientific literature. But the
verification, when possible, offers more an opportunity to understand better how
signification is elaborated from the interviewees’ point of view than a tentative of
tracking the forgeries of their stories.

Clearly the major precaution to take is to cautiously examine how the encounter
between an individual seeking for answers and the participants he meets — understood
as a situated social interaction — imposes limitations. It necessitates questioning the
very conditions of the investigation and, more precisely, as Bernard Pudal strongly
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encourages following de Certeau’s request, to reintroduce the question of the speaker
in the analysis (Pudal 1994, p. 24). This project implies to contradict the
misconception of the data as a reality produced by a unique author, what Gérard
Genette commenting Paul Valéry denounced as the realistic illusion of the narrative
(Genette 1966, p. 259-260).

4. DATA IN INTERACTIONS

The processes that have been observed during the fieldwork periods were not the
reality, but a reality exposed by specific questions, a given methodology and my own
position as a researcher. As Jerome Bruner puts it, “knowledge is never ‘point-0f-
viewless’”
Is determinant, but so are the conventions in which academic theorization and writing
are inscribed. As all narratives, the scientific discourses are shaped by genres, codified
forms for encoding and expressing particular ways to organize experience and
knowledge (Bauman 2004, p. 6; Daiute &Lightfoot 2004, p. ix-xx). From the classical
realistic genre emphasizing objectivity and thus understating the subjectivity of the
researcher, the standards seem to drift more and more towards a confessional genre
highlighting the personal reflections of the writer or an impressionist genre focusing
on glimpses of lived fieldwork experiences (Van Maanen 1988). Yet, the
representation of the author of the text goes beyond the introduction of different
narrative conventions.

Often claimed as an epistemological choice or an ethical preoccupation, the need to
position the researcher remains principally a methodological necessity (De Sardan
2000, p. 422-425)*. This human influence has an implication during two successive
steps of the scientific process. In the relations that the researcher builds with the
participants on the one hand, and, on the other hand, in the ways he objectifies his
position on the data and controls his impact on the outcomes. The first aspect implies
to deal with my integration in the fieldwork. The second requires not only to assert the
dialogic nature of the material produced in this work, but also to determine to what
extend my own position must be reintroduce to serve the study without shifting the
main focus of the research.

(Bruner 1991, p. 3). Not only the researcher’s position regarding his object

“0'Such a requirement is due to the very nature of the social sciences in general, and of fieldwork in
particular as the human factor infers at a triple level: first because the strategies, the affect, and the
interests of the researchers are not without influence on their studies; then because social sciences are
deprived of experimental ways to develop and test their models; finally because the fieldwork
experience is primarily a human experience (De Sardan 2000, p. 425-426).
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The fieldwork interactions

The fieldwork interactions are characterized by a double gap or distance: on the one
hand, the researcher is an outsider embodying otherness while his relations with the
participants, on the other hand, are also marked by inequality. The position of outsider
necessitates questioning the access to the field and its impact. Inequality refers to the
power relations at stake during the interactions (Bonnet 2008, p. 57). Both dimensions
are at work simultaneously during the research interactions, but not systematically in a
unique direction.

Being an outsider had inevitably problematic consequences on my relations with
the FPM activists. One of my first contacts, Alain, who had progressively risen in the
hierarchy of the Student Affairs Committee used to be my main key to enter the field.
The strong relation developed with him affected my status on the ground. He was
orienting me toward some students and served as a guarantee when | participated in
student activities. If he was present himself, our relation was demonstrated in front of
other students, proving my insertion within partisan networks. When it was not the
case, | was able to use his name as a reference. Of course, such a system was
vulnerable. It was especially the case in the USJ, during tensed time, particularly in
student elections’ periods. In 2008-2009, the FPM group in Huvelin Street seemed to
have experienced some internal troubles. From my observations, it corresponded with
a relative vacuum in the leadership triggered by a generational change among the
members. This led to disorganization and disappointing results in the electoral
competition in USJ, which, in turn, impacted the perception some students had of my
presence on the field.

Tension was most noticeable in October 2008, during the USJ electoral campaign.
My main contacts in the FPM group had already left USJ and I didn’t benefit from
strong relations with any of the leading student activists. My closest contact was a first
year student and although Alain had granted me access to the pre-election meetings, |
still perceived queries about my unusual presence. Students were asking themselves in
whispers if | was a journalist of some sort. | thought the problem was solved when |
attended the next gatherings. Students had already seen me and | introduced myself as
often | possible, clearing some doubts about my activities. However, | could note
reservation from some of the group members who, in several occasions, were
discretely monitoring what | was doing, what papers | had a look at, and what people |
was talking with. Then, during the last days before the elections, the main rival of the
Tayyar in the competition, the Lebanese Forces, had learned one of the tricks FPMers
were trying to keep secret. At first, [ didn’t feel concerned. But the same night, while I
was observing the pre-vote meeting in the FPM office in Jdeydeh like almost every
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day since one week, Alain came to tell me that although he | have nothing to do with
that, he does not want his superiors to question his decision to allow an outsider in the
meetings, and that, therefore, it will be better if 1 do not come to the next gathering,
because it’s just before the elections and the most secret plans are scheduled at this
moment.

Here, the conjunction of otherness and power relations both within the organization
and between me and my contact is obvious. The lack of information on my presence
associated with the sensitive context and the possible internal disagreements
highlighted my outsider position with a clear limit to my integration. However, such
position is not immutable but negotiated in the course of the research process. The
power relations at various levels are certainly playing a decisive role in that matter.
More than my status of outsider, my presence might have served as a possible
expediency for several actors to influence power trends in their favor. Because the
expected results for the upcoming elections were not good, others might have had
interest in designating an external cause of trouble. More likely, given my proximity
with Alain, other members in competition with him in the organizational field might
have tried to use my outsider status in a tentative of contesting his supervising
position. Echoes of internal rivalries within the FPM student committee regularly
surfaced during my fieldwork periods*. This could be inferred from Alain’s argument
when he asked me to leave. Beside, Alain being confronted with this situation might
have used it strategically to set a limit for my observations and therefore regain control
and assert his power in his relation with me. With his reaction, his position has been
strengthened, at the same time in front of the outsider (me) and of his internal
challengers.

A comparable situation arose later with my investigation lasting in time. At first,
my stays usually did not exceed a couple of months. During the academic year 2009-
2010 though, I lived permanently in Beirut, which led to a redefinition of my
techniques of inquiry. In response to the direct contacts | kept on establishing with
university activists, Alain informed me that the FPM Committee of the Student Affairs
wanted to clarify my situation and, to put it in a nut shell, to know better what | was
doing. He added that he had just been appointed as head of the external relations
within the student committee. He was therefore the person in charge of that kind of
issue. We made a clear agreement that from that moment, | was not to call anyone
without his approval. The last phases of my fieldwork centered on the AUB and the
LU were therefore organized a bit differently than my study of the USJ groups. Alain

“! See for example one article published in Al-Akhbar newspaper: October 1, 2009.
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nevertheless gave me a large margin of maneuver so the process did not radically
change, except in the early stages. When planning a fieldwork trip, | emailed him my
plan and used to call him on my arrival to inform him of my wishes: usually new
contacts in given universities or the permission to see once-interviewed students again
for a second meeting. He always agreed, giving me the permission to see anyone |
already interviewed and providing me with key contacts to meet new participants in
the universities | chose. | was then free to use these contacts for further connections.
The fact that Alain himself underwent the two phases of my method of interview
inevitably helped as he perfectly knew what kind of information | was looking for.
Personal accounts are not so sensible material for the Party, provided you meet the
“right” persons, one who is judged as an acceptable public image for the group.

Beyond the obvious boundary between in-group and out-group, lies the complexity
of research relations. The ties and forms of cooperation are never plain but instead are
inscribed within power structures and marked by fluidity. Knowing that | had not
much choice but solicit his collaboration, Alain could display his domination both in
our personal relation and in my institutional links with the FPM. Whether on the
request of the FPM student body or not, he demonstrated his influence by making it
clear that nothing was going to happen without his support. But at the same time, he
easily accepted a compromise that authorized me to continue my work. By doing so,
he might be described as winning on both sides, performing his power and maintaining
my gratitude. The manipulation of my otherness clearly illustrates the strategies at
work in the research relations and their direct impact on the interviews | conducted as
during my fieldworks on the AUB and LU, my initial contacts were made only with
students recommended by the FPM Student Affairs — although | was then free to meet
other activists encountered through snow-ball sampling.

The social distance operates in a comparable pattern during the interviews
themselves. In their narratives, the interviewees are strategically*? playing on the gaps
separating them from the researcher. In some occasion, they tried to adapt to the level
of knowledge | possessed on the group and its history. The engagement story of Laure
presented earlier offers a good example of this. Twice in her account she inquired of
my familiarity with elements of the FPM imaginary. The story she voiced is therefore
shaped by my reaction to such cues. In other occasions, interviewees underlined
proximity to stress their arguments, or on the contrary, played on geographical and
social distance to discard the legitimacy of the researcher to interpret some parts of

“2The term is employed in the perspective of Erving Goffman. It does not imply an idea of intentional
falsification or manipulation, but rather the fact that actors are able in situation to mobilize various
positions in order to support their stances. See Goffman 1959.
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their accounts or to justify postures that might contradict previous stands or stories
they voiced during the conversation. For instance, when asked about the origins of her
political affiliation, Caroline, a classmate of Laure, answered as follows:

“Ah, mes parents aimaient depuis toujours le général Aoun! A I'époque de 1990, ils
montaient a Baabda et ils nous prenaient, nous les enfants, avec eux. Je ne suis pas
tres consciente de cette époque, je n’avais que cinq ou six ans, donc je ne me
souviens méme pas d’étre montée avec eux. Mais bon, tu sais ici au Liban quand la
famille - je veux dire le pere et la mére - sont avec Geagea par exemple, les enfants
sont avec Geagea.”3

Caroline states what she presents as a rule in Lebanese politics, both the centrality
of the leadership and the familial dimension of political affiliation. It can be labelled as
an explanatory device directly addressed to me: in her views on our interaction, | may
typify an outsider trying to understand the Lebanese context. Caroline, who was raised
in a westernised and French speaking milieu, makes this remark in order to explain the
fact that she shares her party affiliation with her parents. She knows this situation does
not correspond to the rational individualistic vision of political activism I, as a French
student, might have and which she herself advocated for in the interview.
Consequently, she negotiates her status by stating what she presents as a general
sociological rule that may re-qualify her as authentic party-member in the course of
the interaction. Interestingly, she uses Samir Geagea as an example of familial political
heritage and not Michel Aoun, suggesting that the Lebanese Forces might be more
“traditional” compared to the FPM, which defines itself as a modern party, built on the
Western model. With this example, it is possible to understand how distance between
the researcher and the interviewee is mobilized to shape a narrative about the self.
Caroline tried to reassert who is entitled to interpret the story and to reframe the
general understanding of the context in which her narrative should be viewed.

Positioning the researcher

As the one requesting participation, | was myself working on the gap separating me
from my interlocutors. My main objective was in most of the cases to reduce the
distance in order to generate an atmosphere of confidence and my acceptation as a
legitimate conversational partner. Such an effort was deployed into three directions.
First, | learned to enhance my knowledge of Arabic, in order to be able to contact
potential participants in their everyday life language. This also enabled me to better
understand references when Arabic formulas were used during interviews and to

3 Caroline, interview with the author: October 31, 2008 [in French].
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demonstrate my ability to comprehend the Lebanese context. Second, my preliminary
work on the FPM history as well as my accumulated knowledge and experience about
Lebanon and its society proved useful to interpret allusions in the course of the
conversation. Mobilizing such skills can help to demonstrate that | embodied a reliable
interviewer, to whom participants can expressed themselves without the risk of being
wrongly understood. Third, the many encounters | made during fieldwork offered
possible resources to call up in order to testify the seriousness of my work and my
reliability. Before interviews | was often questioned about the other activists who
participated in my inquiry. Being able to name several persons recognized within the
FPM partisan society was an important basis to support a confident interaction.

However, of course, the distance cannot be annihilated. On the contrary, it was
sometimes helpful to underline a certain gap. The techniques exposed might have in
particular occurrences occasioned more bad than good: showing a great understanding
of the Lebanese scene and of the partisan networks might generate suspicion about the
real aim of my work. Besides, and more fundamentally, my familiarity with some of
the activists and their symbolic universe favored a kind of intergroup interaction in
which references were not explicated at all anymore. Assuming that | knew what they
were talking about, their discourse became atrophied. As my method relied on
encouraging the actors' self reflection and favoring the narration of their experiences,
distance had also a central role in the process as it implies that participants explain
themselves in order to be understood. The elimination of the distance is thus not only
illusory but also prejudicial.

The narrative approach helps to go beyond the vision of a fixed gap or an artificial
proximity. The exchanges during the conversations, the points of rapprochement as
well as the manifestations of distance are interactively constructed and shape the
stories. As Bakhtin argues, narratives are made of dialogic intentions between the
participants (Bakhtin 1981 [1930]). Participants' performance was affected by the
manner they identified me, and beyond myself, the possible “ghost audience” they
were addressing through the research interview. Storytellers constructed themselves by
defining their own position regarding their audience in the interaction. At the same
time, my questions and prompts oriented the conversations, fueled by my own
understanding of the situation. Both parties hence acquire the capability to listen and to
address the other. For the researcher, the aim is to “learn to get behind the words and
silently translate the informants' language so that we understand using their dictionary
rather than ours, supplying their images and references as much as possible, and trying
to approach their world for just a moment” (Gudmundsdottir 1996, p. 301).
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Such a capacity to “translate” derives from the experiences and observations of the
social settings but also from the theoretical tools employed. For that matter, it is
necessary to consider my own position regarding the issues explored in this study in a
few words. The aim is not to present some biographical anecdotes, but, as Bourdieu
urges, to resituate the social conditions of the relation between the researcher and his
object (Bourdieu 2003, p. 44), and thus surpass the illusion of what would become an
“author evacuated text” to show the intersubjective nature of the data. To complete this
presentation, | would like to evoke two dimensions: the trajectory of this work first, in
order to present the motivations that inevitably impacted my ways of considering the
situations | observed and experienced, as well as my reactions in the contexts of
interviews; second, my position in the academic field during the research process.

This study, | said, emerged from encounters. My discovery of the Lebanese society
Is of course determinant as | experienced life in Lebanon in 2002-2003, long before
trying to analyze it. It is not, | have to say, the feeling of a form of exotism that urged
me to devote my time to the social analysis of the reality | was in contact with, on the
contrary. | spent at this time one year as an extend student in the French speaking
section of the faculty of Law in the public Lebanese University. Being the only
outsider, I did not engage in foreigners' sociability and activities: it was not before the
next summer, at the end of my term, that I started to visit the “musts” of Lebanese
tourism. Rather, | used to hang out with my classmates, at their homes with their
families or in the cafés young Lebanese affectionate. So, despite the specificity of the
decor — from the shells of the destroyed buildings dating back to the civil war to the
noticeable presence of luxury cars in the city — and the fact that | did not understand
Arabic yet, | had the tendency to emphasize similarities rather than distance between
my friends’ way of experiencing human relations and my own. The complexity of the
Lebanese society imposed itself by successive touches, when behind familiar forms of
experience appeared very different reactions: the effervescence of student elections,
the implications of an invitation, the revelation made by one of my friends that behind
apparent unity our classmates were sitting split between Christians and Muslims in the
classroom, the complexity of envisaging matrimonial projects, my sudden exclusion
from certain conversations. In a word, my learning of the Lebanese society was made
by the flux and reflux of correspondence and dissimilarities, of permeability and
boundaries.

This paradoxical experience of otherness encouraged me to consider societies in
fluidity, and “Others not as ontologically given” because cultures are “zones of control
or of abandonment, of recollection and of forgetting, of force or of dependence, of
exclusiveness or of sharing, all taking place in the global history that is our element”
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(Said 1989, p. 225). This pressed me to learn the social devices at work in the
Lebanese context, as | was especially interested in the situation of the generation of
my former classmates. This learning was realized in parallel with my academic
trajectory: first in 2004, with a Bachelor thesis focusing on student elections in the
American University of Beirut, which was in a way my academic introduction to
Lebanon, and then in 2006, with a Master in comparative politics concentrating on the
student section of Hezbollah. It was during this last work that | elaborated the general
vision from which this present study emerged.

Having been proposed the subject of Hezbollah youth by one of my professors in
Aix-en-Provence, | started to consider the complexity of personal activism and its
interrelation with personal experiences. While most of the work focusing on Hezbollah
insisted on its emergence (e.g. Hamzeh 2004), its ideology (e.g. Saad-Ghorayeb 2002),
or its social network of institutions (e.g. Harb 2005, Le Thomas 2009), all starting
from the organizational perspective, | decided to apprehend the group from the
individual level in order to deconstruct the pre-conception of the unity of the party.
The prism of political Islam and the image publicly orchestrated by the group could
mask, in my views, a greater variety in the way of experiencing membership. Although
in the limits inherent of a Master thesis written in one year, | highlighted the
imbrication between personal trajectories and sense of belonging. The social
experiences of the political community were multiple, in spite of the active
socialization and the high degree of control within the organization (Lefort 2006). This
provisional conclusion was the starting point of this research.

My objective was first to confront Hezbollah model with a non-religious party in
order to test the relevance of the ideology in the construction of groupness. The FPM
seemed to offer the perfect comparison point. First, it is a secular movement but
influential among Christians. It was therefore ideal to compare the social elaboration
of sectarian affiliation in two parties developing distinct approaches on the issue and
thus to analyze religious commonalities not from a structural but from a constructivist
perspective. Second, it was a newly formed party that wanted to implement an
ambitious socialization program comparable to what was already functioning within
Hezbollah. The comparison between the model and the apparatus in construction was
stimulating. This is how | started to study the FPM. Paradoxically, while my fieldwork
among FPM students developed, my investigation in the Hezbollah milieu had to stop.
However, this project of questioning the pluralistic dimension of adhesion, the focus
on personal experience and memory marked the research process. The approach
developed here aimed at exploring these perspectives. My questions and the way |
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have insisted on some aspects during interviews and data processing were
consequently dominated by such issues.

The entry through Hezbollah is in a way symptomatic of the academic field
specialized on Lebanon as the Shiite organization concentrates much of the attention
of researchers in social sciences, especially in political science. However, my own
relations to the academic field were dominated by my peripheral situation, resulting
above all from my mobility. Started in Aix-en-Provence, my academic trajectory
rapidly shifted as | settled in Tampere, dividing my time between Finland and
Lebanon. During my stays in Beirut, | integrated the French Institute for Near-East
Studies (IFPO) where | benefited from the advices of the experienced researchers and
participated in the scientific activities of the center, while encounters with fellow
doctoral students working in the region expended my academic horizons and
considerably enriched my fieldwork experience. Certainly, the centrality of fieldwork-
based studies and anthropological approach on political parties dominating in IFPO
influenced my choices. My mobile trajectory may have resulted in a tendency to multi-
disciplinary insights and integration of distinct sociological traditions in the core of
this work.

Exploring these dimensions abstractly, in the opening chapter of this work, is an
attempt to tackle it with the constant objective to exemplify that the hero of this work
remains the theme of the study (De Sardan 2000, p. 440). Moreover, in spite of its
necessity, the objectivation of the influence of the researcher is impossible to fully
complete. The subjectivity of the participants, both the interviewer and the
interviewees remains pluralistic and difficult to decode properly. As Pierre-Olivier De
Sardan notes, “the personality of a researcher, the multiple realities of the field, and
the interactions between the two are too complex to be controlled through fragments of
testimonies, memories, impressions, or stories...” (ibid., p. 438). The evaluation of my
own weight in the production of the data is impossible. | tried nevertheless to present
the probable main influences and the conditions of creation in order to highlight some
of the dynamics of this work. In the forthcoming chapters, | will mention each time the
interpretative choice makes it necessary, without falling into the trap of the “study of
the study”.

Reaching the end of this methodological detour, through which | wanted to argue
the affinities between the accounts recorded with research participants and this final
written work, both being multi-voiced narratives, and produced in dialogic relations, it
Is now time to focus on the structure of this study.
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5. VISUALIZING THE HYPOTHESES

Starting from encounters with students and their stories about their engagement with
the FPM, | highlighted the three fields opened by the experience of activism as well as
the incumbent narrative nature of the accounts collected in interview. The
characteristics of storytelling impose to consider the narratives of the students as
construction of meaning emerging from dialogic environment and as performance
accomplished with an audience in mind — beyond the direct auditor embodied by the
researcher. The expressive nature of the narratives and the complexity of their
significations call for the examination of the multiple voices that contribute to generate
and interpret the stories about identity I collected. As Plummer writes, “stories and
narratives depend upon communities that will create and hear those stories: social
worlds, interpretative communities, communities of memory” (1995, p. 145)”. It is
around this triptych already underlined in the opening engagement stories that this
work is going to be structured: the social worlds in which students experience reality,
the community of interpretation in which signification is produced and the collective
memory in which the group is rooted.

The analysis of these three dimensions provides the working hypotheses to puzzle
out the main research questions organizing this study. What does it mean to be a
student activist in the Free Patriotic Movement in contemporary Lebanon? How is the
group constructed among students? How is the Aounist link — and beyond the social
link it builds — internalized, appropriated and possibly transformed?

The hypothesis | formulate is that the joint construction of the self and of the group
work as the elaboration of a community of interpretation, understood in the double
meaning of attribution of signification to the experienced reality — and especially to the
history and the memory — and of interpretation of a role — or of a position — in social
interactions. The Party as a community of interpretation manifests itself in a triple
perspective:

The group is first constructed by positioning in situational interactions — before
everything in the university contexts in which students are inscribed. Collective as
well as personal identity narratives create boundaries and support concrete allocation
of positions in the time and space of social interactions. Identification with the FPM is
primary positioning the self as a member or a supporter of the group, which in turn has
material consequences in terms of insertion within partisan networks.

The group acquires then the form of an interpretative community, i.e. “a
community that lives according to shared narratives” (Shenhav 2009, p. 213). The
inscription within social networks and the process of intra-group socialization generate
a shared perception about the meanings of social experience. This construction of joint
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significations is structured by collective narratives about the group, its boundaries and
its founding stories. Building on the primary socialization of the adherents, which it
transforms to unify the conception of the group, this process of allocation of meaning
relies on collective narratives that come to shape stable forms of interaction among
members, a specific “group style”.

Finally, the internalization of a mutual interpretative order leads to the insertion of
the personal experiences within the multivocal collective memory of the group. This
social memory is itself a construction of meaning built through the indexation of
multiple experiences inherited from the social groups composing the Party within the
partisan identity narrative. Starting from the fabricated occurrences of this collective
memory voiced by the students, the multiple components are archaeologically
deconstructed and reveal an imbrication of multiple scales of social times.

The three working hypotheses reveal a gradation in the construction of groupness.
The first level is the most immediate and concrete, as well as the more collective as it
depends on direct interactions, the second is intermediary and the third the most
personalized and the deepest, because it refers to the fabrication of the self through the
narrative procedures. This work therefore traces a dynamic move toward the
internalization and individual transformation of the FPM identity in the definition of
the self.

The structure of this work follows the gradual path designed by the hypotheses.
The first part deals with positioning in university contexts, examining the processes
and consequences of interactions in the construction of identity narratives and the
allocation of group identification. Exploring the fragmentation of university spaces
and the time of political mobilization in the campuses, it aims at demonstrating how
the personal perception of situations is at the same time given by and shaping the
social contexts of interactions between groups.

The second part concentrates on the construction of the FPM “group style”.
Focusing on in-group interactions and socialization processes, it intends to present
how a shared definition of reality is acquired but also how this definition is relying on
a specific version of a collective identity narrative. The relative positions of the
various members regarding this special definition of the group strongly impacts the
possibilities and the nature of identification, and thus the reproduction of the group in
time.

Finally, the third part is concerned with the collective memory understood as an
identity narrative, organized along a pre-arranged historical plot with heroic figures.
Serving as template, the collective memory is appropriated by the members through
the voicing of a personal narrative incorporating the key elements of the collective
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history, thus enabling the projection of the self within the group’s universe of
signification. The resulting new stories combining organizational and personal
elements participate in the materialization and the diffusion of the partisan order
beyond individual cases. It is from the narrative interpretation of the event that
groupness emerges.

The exploration of FPM engagement among students is intrinsically outlined by the
specific nature of the object itself. Political activism in university displays particular
forms and features, due to its transitional type. The biographical availability of
students for engagement as well as the implantation of political forces such as the FPM
in the Lebanese campuses strongly encourages one form of activism, which is often
intense but volatile. The entry in working life frequently alters engagement and many
of the students | met have seen their relations with the Party distend after the end of
their studies. However, their trajectories incline to think that they have been durably
marked by their experience of extreme identification with the group. Moreover, the
immersion in university politics appears at many points characteristic of the
socialization process in general and of the political socialization in particular the
present-day Lebanese lived through.

Due to the influence of the partisan forces in the construction of the political
experience in Lebanon, their study constitutes a crucial element in the analysis of the
Lebanese society (Mermier &Mervin 2012, p. 23). In spite of its own specificities, the
FPM in itself, as a political organization, is exemplar of several trends defining the
political scene existing in Lebanon today. It has in common with other current political
forces an ostensible willingness to institutionalize, which in practice remains
uncertain. Even more fundamentally, it shares with most of the partisan groups a
strong anchorage in the wars of Lebanon (1975-1990). Besides, although the FPM —
like all other political parties — conserves territorial strongholds, it is, from its origins,
above all a nation-wide party. In that sense, the FPM may also have been precursory of
in the recently observed nationalization of the Lebanese politics, in which exclusively
local political affairs advocated by confined formations tend to relapse in favor of
national issues (see e.g. Catusse &Mouawad 2011). Analyzing engagement within the
FPM is therefore also questioning the construction of the Lebanese politics as it occurs
today.

Many are the obstacles in the understanding of the intricate processes at work in
the Lebanese society. The persistent issue of sectarianism or the often asserted
uniqueness of the Lebanese coexistence formula are not the least problematic. Starting
from the stories of individual political activists is also an attempt to tackle such highly
debated questions from below, without constructing them as a priori axes of reflection
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but rather in examining how such themes surface in the subjective experiences of the
actors. Such a perspective confers an exploratory dimension to this study, which,
without seeking exhaustiveness, aims at contributing to the examination of the
Lebanese society through renewed paths and alternative focuses.
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Identification is intrinsically situational. As all social processes, it includes
conversational as well as introspective activities (Halbwachs 1997 [1950]; Harré
2004). The settings in which the process of group construction is located are built in
interrelations and informed by the actors’ perception of the situations. It is in an
ongoing exchange between the social configurations on the one hand and the meaning
individuals allocate to these circumstances on the other that contexts of interactions are
produced, in accordance with the principle of duality of structure enunciated by
Anthony Giddens: the social structures are constituted by human actions but at the
same time stand as the very medium of this construction (Giddens 1976, p. 121).
Social structures set up conditions and consequences of social interactions,
constituting the rules and resources that actors mobilize in encounters. They do not
appear as external impositions on the actors but are rather inscribed in their social
practices. Understanding the engagement of students supposes therefore to consider
the construction and reconstruction of the structure at work in the university settings,
understood as the spatially and temporally situated social systems in which structure is
recursively realized (Giddens 1984, p. 25).

In this first part, my aim is to study the dynamics of the social settings prevailing in
the Lebanese university spaces, starting from the subjective experience of the actors in
order to describe the construction of the social structure as both the condition of
possibility and the results of partisan identification of students with the Free Patriotic
Movement. Contrary to the traditional design of academic work, in which context is
often presented a priori, my objective is to focus primarily on the actors in order to
transpose concretely the duality of structure in the analysis. If the social settings are
not the simple sum of individual experiences, the subjective representations of the
actors are nevertheless essential in order to understand how a given context is
interactively elaborated and how it operates in mutual actions. Such representations are
interlinked with collective identity narratives available in the considered social settings
that constitute the basis for identification.

In Lebanon, the plurality of university spaces provides a vast range of interactional
settings. The contexts produced by such diversity reflect of socially constructed
territories, i.e. territories defined by mutual knowledge produced in encounters and
routinized social practices, in which identification processes operate. Joining a
university means entering in the region of a specific social system defined in time as
well as space. These territories offer relatively stable (but not immobile) background
in which activities are performed, inducing a certain degree of institutionalization —
defined as the process “incipient in every social situation continuing in time” (Berger
& Luckmann 1966, p. 73). Immaterial institutions such as routinized behaviors or
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representations embedded in specific university settings play a central role in the
diffusion of identity narratives.

The main hypothesis examined across the two following chapters is that the
fragmentation of the university landscape and their domination by political networks
generate interactional settings in which partisan identification is highlighted. In-
campus interactions are at the same time produced by and reconstructing a structure
that strengthens references to competing political forces. In a word, the collective
identities available to be mobilized in interactions are primarily governed by partisan
labels. As a consequence, in the dynamics of encounters, participants have access to
political repertoires to interpret the situations, as well as rights and duties inherent to
these repertoires. The social systems elaborated in the university settings therefore
provide the actors with positioning informed by partisan collective identities.
Positioning is here defined as the dynamic and relational construction of identification
in social interaction, in relation with the other participants (Davies &Harré 1990). The
notion of positioning was created in contrast with the concept of role, in order to give
it more fluidity. It focuses on the dynamic aspects of interactions whereas the idea of
role highlights a formal and stable dimension (ibid., p. 44) *. Positions locate the
various interacting individuals in terms of cognitive categories and a specific story
line, a more or less “conventional narrative that the people positioned are in the
process of living out.” (Harré¢ &Moghaddam 2003, p. 8)

Drawing on this notion of positioning and using it as a backdrop to understand the
relational processes of identification, I intend to demonstrate how the actors’
interpretation of the interactional settings as highlighting partisan categories is at the
same time a cause and a consequence of the importation of specific collective
narratives within the universities. This phenomenon constructs and reconstructs the
legitimacy of political forces such as the FPM as the main providers of narrative
identities available for students in interactions. Of course, the importation of partisan
categories does not provide an integral definition of inter-student encounters: it does
not impose itself permanently and does not affect all the individuals. Nevertheless, the
implementation of the “partisan story lines” sustains situations in which the perception
of the social settings is dominated by the construction of intergroup boundaries.
Therefore, this first part is concerned with this construction of the legitimacy of the

“ Like roles, positions encompass a range of duties and rights available for the actors, but those are
labile and ephemeral, recursively reconstructed and negotiated between participants. The notion of
position is closer from the idea of “footing” developed in Goffman’s late work. Footing refers to an
evaluation of the situation by the actor leading him to adopt the behaviour he thinks match with a
particular context. It highlights the conversational dynamics in the elaboration of one’s footing and the
negotiation of “alignment” between participants (Goffman 1979).
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political forces as institutions shaping the university contexts. More precisely, it deals
with the shaping of the identification with the FPM as a resource and a determinant in
social encounters between students.

Chapter one presents the fragmentation of the university spaces and the influence
of the partisan networks in the universities selected in this study to illustrate how the
elements of collective narrative identities are informing the definition of the reality
experienced by the actors. The construction of each university’s landscape appears a
function of this perception, but it is made available by the concrete long-standing
implantation of the political forces on the ground.

Chapter two deals with student elections, defined as the spatially and temporally
defined pinnacle of partisan influence in university settings. | consider demonstrations
related to these elections and their rhetoric as positioning rituals: they work as
elements of maintenance of the divided social structure as they ensure year after year
the reaffirmation of partisan identity narratives within the campuses.

Two additional precisions are required. First, the focus is not set on the causes of
engagement among FPM students in university settings but rather on the conditions of
their identification with the party. Following Howard Becker’s request, the question
asked is not “why”, but “how” such identification is made possible (Becker 2002
[1998], p. 105). Second, although the exploration of positioning is presenting in the
first part of this study, it does not mean that this dimension of identification is the first
experienced by the students. Regarding the chronological order, the situations are
multiple, some students being already strongly linked with the FPM before their
arrival in the university while others initiate the construction of their sense of
belonging in the interactions set on the campus. However, the cognitive and practical
location of the self as affiliated with the FPM in university encounters provides the
most sensible and immediate indication of the processes of identification of
individuals with the party. To sum up, in the dynamic model adopted in this work, the
positioning hypothesis represents the first analytical step, not necessarily the first
temporal movement toward groupness.
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Chapter One

“Politics is part of the university”
Entering fragmented territories

“La guerre qui a ravagée Beyrouth pendant seize ans a territorialisé les groupes, les identités et
partant les institutions, c¢’est-a-dire qu ’elle les a contraints a tenir compte d’échelles territoriales
moindres que le territoire national et a faire de ces espaces fermés des espaces a défendre absolument.”

Nabil Beyhum (1991, p. 31)

Fanar — Ascending from Saint-Thecle roundabout (Mustadiret Méar Teqld), which
approximately separates Bouchriyeh from Jdeydeh in the Eastern margins of Beirut,
the road bypasses a large camp of the Lebanese Army. Eclipsed by the imposing
faculty of Sciences that dominates the landscape, the much smaller FID — Faculty of
Information and Documentation, appears behind the College Notre-Dame du Mont
Carmel. The small alley leading to the building is jam-packed with parked cars. Inside,
a massive placard on the wall greets students and visitors: “Welcome to the Faculty of
Information and Documentation, the base of the Lebanese Forces”. A corridor
stretches from the entrance door. Signaled by Lebanese Forces tags and a photo of
Samir Geagea, the leader of the party, stands the room harboring the activities of the
student committee. No doubts are permitted regarding the social force that prevails on
the faculty’s territory. It is in this setting that interactions between students unfold.

The stories of the faculties | visited were those of a fragmentation that went too far,
as described by the Lebanese scholar Nabil Beyhum (Beyhum 1991). The historical
path drawn by the progressive implantation of educational institutions in Lebanon, as
well as the struggle for the appropriation of territories during the Lebanese wars
(1975-1990) strongly imprinted this fracture. However, their internalization and
recursive actualization in the perceptions of the Lebanese youth play also a decisive
role. Lived space experienced by the students fully contributes to the construction of
the local systems in which identification operates, by designing the positions available
for the actors. The arrival within a setting saturated with partisan signs and networks
necessarily affects the definition of inter-student relations and, thus, of the self.
Welcome to the faculty.
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The atmosphere of the faculty was thoroughly depicted to me in December 2010,
when | met a third year FID student, Aida, then aged 19. She had been working for
four months in the radio Sawt al-Mada, earned by the Free Patriotic Movement. First
recruited as a trainee, she was then offered a short-term contract. Although she is a
fervent supporter of the party, she described her choice as “strictly professional”. “I
want to be a journalist” she exclaimed, “to have my own TV show like Oprah one
day!” For now, she has to settle for an archivist work. “l need to learn to express
myself more distinctly. My boss here in the radio station told me that it was impossible
for me to go on air with a voice like mine!” she later explained, in a hasty tone. The
discussion was held in her office at the radio station premises, on the third floor of the
Mirna Chalouhi Center in Sin el-Fil — the same building that hosts the FPM main
office.

Coming from her village in the caza of Baabda, she moved to the Beirut
agglomeration four years before alongside her family. Together, they settled in
Jdeydeh so that her brother could continue his studies at the faculty of Sciences of the
Lebanese University in Fanar. She herself entered the Faculty of Information one year
later. Her discovery of the university settings came out as one of the main focuses of
our interview. The narrative she produced on her entrance in the faculty illustrates how
collective representations are informing the definition of the reality experienced by the
actors, and defining their relative positions in interactions. It also highlights essential
Issues in the contemporary university life in Lebanon:

“Politics is part of the university. (...) Our faculty is messed up. I think it is the most
messed-up faculty in Lebanon, and even maybe in the world! If you buy something
from the store, the expiration date is over, it smells and stinks and you still have to
eat it. I should describe it so you can understand the mess in which it is (...). When I
entered the faculty after the entrance exam, I said to myself: 'Oh no, the Lebanese
Forces are here!" So I decided to focus only on my studies. But then you can't stay
silent while you see wrong happening all the time everywhere. I felt guilty about my
studies and my faculty, and even my country...and the reputation of the education in
my country. If you are guilty, you shouldn't stay silent and I didn't. So I joined the
FPM students and we are working today on many things to prevent the wrong from
happening. (...) When wrong is happening, you have to say no.

- Can you tell me about the wrong things you saw?

The LF party is acting like it owns the faculty. No, it is owned by all the Lebanese
students. We are all citizens here, we should respect each other! Maybe [ won't love
you, but I will respect you, you are a person! And you have to respect me. You may
not like me, you may thing I am a stupid person, but you have to respect me, unless |
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don't respect you! They are not respecting us! They think that we shouldn't be here,
but yes, I should be here: I worked hard to pass the entrance test in the university. If
I would run the student committee, I wouldn't do that. This is the faculty for all the
Lebanese, and even for some foreigners.

During the exam to enter the university, the student committee collaborates with
the director in the faculty who is..I can't say the word but he is a dirty person. |
cannot just look at him for more than ten seconds. We tried to sue him for all what
he did but the leader of his party - the LF - supported him. So, the student
committee and the director are working in collaboration, they try to pick the LF
members and make them enter the faculty! Even though I have better grades and 1
deserved to enter..maybe if | am at position 30 in the competition, they picked other
people. You understood what I am explaining? Why do they do that? Because when
elections come, they will win. It is a typical thing, everybody knows that. But no! 1
would like that FPM students come here so we can win the elections but it is not
good, you do it for you, not for your country. If the Lebanese Forces liked their
country, they would do the best for their country and ensure they can train great
journalists.

(.)They think they own the entire faculty! (...) The logo of our faculty used to be a
pen, because as journalists, a pen is our weapon. But they created a new logo
looking just like the LF logo - you know how it is with the red circle and the cedar
tree that we all love. The faculty logo used to be a pen..but they withdrew it: we
don't need a pen, we just need the Lebanese Forces here! So they made a red circle
around 'FID' the name of our faculty in green, and so when you see it! You
understand? They are trying to make the sign of the faculty just as the LF flag. |
mean, [ am not an idiot, I can see it! C'est inadmissible, tu ne peux pas rester comme
¢a comme une idiote [she swithced from English to French for this sentence]!

- What about admission results?

I will tell you my own experience. I went to the admission competition (...). There
were three thousand students. I said my God, [ hope I will be chosen from all these. |
did the translation test and all the tests. I went home hopeful that I will enter. I
went back when they said that the results were out. I went to the faculty. I saw a
guy before I saw the results. He told me: 'Hi, what's up? Do you want to know your
result?' I said: 'Please of course [ want to know, this is my dream!" He said: 'Ok, what
is your name?' I told him. 'One minute' he said. He looked for my name in a paper, |
asked what it was. He said: the waiting list. They picked, from the 3000 students, 75
students who are sure to enter the faculty. (...) They stick to 75 people even though
they actually accept more than one hundred. My name was the fifth name on the
list. So I am student number 80 out of 3000 students. So I am sure I deserve to be
here, even though I am on the 'waiting list'. I deserve to be here, without his
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permission or your permission! But he brought me with him and we entered the
student committee and I felt like I was inside a political base or their political
committee. Waw, it is my faculty! He didn't ask me the question [about my political
beliefs] directly but asked me: 'where are you from?' I told him. 'Where do you live?’
he continued. I said that I need to know if I enter the faculty. He said: 'OK...do you
like our.." I said 'yes' - he was talking about their leader. 'May I know if I am
admitted in the faculty?' He said: 'Oh, yes of course you are'. I didn't say anything
bad or anything good... I just wanted to enter the faculty. He picked up a phone, and
called the director. He said: 'we have a name, please’. He told my name and he
hanged up. He was trying to make me believe that he is the one who made me enter
the faculty so when the election comes I will be grateful and vote for him. Now, I am
in the third year, and I know that this list is a big lie! They do accept 110 students
but they make this list to allow the student committee to check the new students so
when the elections come, they will vote for them. 'No honey, I won't vote for you and
I would have entered with or without your help!' So this is my personal experience,
which I share with you, this is a proof that they are not doing right things.

[ will give you another example: the leader of the LF is from Bcharri. And if you look
at the students who are entering the faculty, you see that they are all from families
from that region. My God, all the clever people in Lebanon are from the Bcharri
district! Come on, we are not idiots. First the logo, then the competition for entrance
and finally the people from Bcharri (...). Could you stay silent if such things
happened in your faculty? Of course not! (...)".#>

Presented as the personal experience of her discovery of the territory of the faculty,
Aida’s account is inescapably built on a political repertoire. It is a function of the
physical implantation of partisan forces in the faculty, of the issues of their present
competition, and finally of the representation of their power relations in the eyes of a
young FPM supporter. From her activist position, she arranges the storylines
sustaining her report on an identity narrative organizing the opposition between the
Free Patriotic Movement and the Lebanese Forces. The former is introduced as a force
of change while the latter is predominantly labeled in terms of its militia past. Here,
the faculty is described as a territory under the hegemony of a partisan group, the LF,
and more generally submitted to a political system built on clientele networks, illegal
deeds, and symbolic violence. The setting displays vertical power relations in which
the partisan grouping uses its agents — the director, the administration, and the student
committee — to rule the territory at its own benefit, in reference to the war economy of
the militias. In Aida's reconstruction, the scene illustrates the relations between

* Aida, interview with the author: December 9, 2010 [in English].
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territory and power in the university setting. Space is read in terms of domination and
control over the population. In return, the Lebanese Forces are themselves associated
with a territorial basis — the region of Bcharri — thus echoing a similar conception of
space as partisan stronghold and endorsing the vision of the invasion of the city by
clans coming from remote mountain areas (Hourani 1976).

This backdrop serves Aida to position herself in regard to the classifications
produced by her narrative. Opposing her to the agents of the hegemonic force, it also
distances her from the passive students — a silent majority — whose lack of reaction
enables the perpetuation of the domination. She depicts herself at first as retreating to
the sole academic dimension of university life, a kind of capitulation, only to contrast
this attitude of renouncement with her sense of morality and duty. The various
anecdotes mobilized in the story aim at legitimizing the clearly-cut distinctions
between the groups, revealing the central importance of exclusive categorizations in
the process of identification (Turner 1982, p. 17-18). Aida also uses different kinds of
cues* to produce her positioning and validate it in the interview interaction. First, she
uses specific words to denote the various characters in terms of a moral stand. The
director is “dirty”, the students from the committee “lic”” and “are not respecting” the
others, while the behavior of those who do not react in front of the situation is
compared with the posture of an “idiot”. On the contrary, Aida defines herself as
feeling “guilty” for her country or hardworking, like the other members of the FPM as
she introduces the group at the beginning of her interview. Second, she relies on
quoted speech and reported dialogues as a means to exemplify the various categories
and lively reproduce the course of interactions. Third, she affirms her prevalence as
the legitimate interpreter of the situation she describes. The account is clearly framed
as the telling of an occurred event, mainly by opposing her lived “personal
experience” — a “proof” — to the status of the one being told the story, an outsider,
myself. Thus, she uses her audience to endorse the group boundaries produced in the
story.

Through the narrative, both the positions allocated to the characters and the frames
underlying them construct the university territory as function of the fragmented reality.
The anecdote of the results of the entrance exam perfectly illustrates the prevalence of
divisions in the perception of the social world. The questions of the student
committee’s member echo the typical quest hanging in many Lebanese interactional
settings®’, in which participants intend to classify their interlocutors. In the story, the

“® The notion of “cue” is used to identify the means through which positioning is mediated in
conversational interactions. See Wortham 2006 [2000], p. 146-147.

" A comparable phenomenon has been analyzed in the case of Northern Ireland. Franck Burton uses
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questions asked to Aida supposedly aimed at divulging her probable political and
sectarian ascriptions. Implicit in the dialogue, the articulation between the two
dimensions originates in the parties' gradual inscription into the sectarian power-
sharing. Throughout the second half of the 20" century, the constitutional system
generated an affinity between newly created political groups and the sectarian
delimitations. In order to adapt, most of the parties were thus organized along pre-
existing social lines: clans or family ties, socio-economic classes, local norms, etc.
(Favier 2005) The articulation has further been strengthened during the 1975-1990
wars and in particular the construction of sectarian strongholds under the domination
of political forces that claimed to represent religious communities (Picard 1994, p.
158). In the general emplotment elaborated by my informant, the inquiry also implies
the hegemonic project of the militia-like LF, underlined in the group’s pretension to
“own” the faculty. The distinction is made in terms of values and Morale, highlighting
the social dimension of the boundaries between the rival groups. Aida’s subjective
perception of the LF sets up the conditions for her interactions with other students in
her faculty.

The voicing of this narrative about territorial domination and struggle against the
supremacy of the practices inherited from the militias relies on a political perception of
the university space, which enables Aida to compose her own partisan position. The
story does not simply represent a depiction derived from her engagement: it is
constitutive of the relations deployed between groups and of the experience of social
systems. Rooted in the coexistence and rivalry of groups in disputed territories, Aida’s
narrative seizes an essential component of the interactions in university settings and
beyond in Lebanon. To fully understand the conditions of emergence and the force of
this account, it is necessary to appreciate how partisan identity narratives become
legitimate story lines to construct university settings, how the elements of collective

the concept of “Telling” to define “the syndrome of signs by which Catholics and Protestants arrive at
religious ascriptions in their everyday interactions” (Burton 1978, p. 4). The Lebanese in general, and
the students considered in this work in particular, often express their habit — and their rejection — of
such interactional process: “[We campaign for] a country where all the citizens from all sects would be
equal, where no one would ask you your name any more to guess from which sect you are” (Kamal,
interview with the author: December 6, 2010 [in French]). A form of social decency impedes to
directly question someone’s sectarian affiliation, but inquiring about the name, living place or region
of origin work as a substitute. Famous jokes also testify of the importance of this practice, for example
one in which a father desperately tries to classify the fiancé of his daughter, who happens to have a
non-identifiable name, to live in a mixed area and to come from an undetermined region. During my
fieldwork, | was myself often inquired about my own religion. I also experienced a bizarre scene: once
invited in the family mountain house of a notorious figure of my Christian neighborhood, I was
methodically asked the names of my friends. Presuming that | could not understand them, my hosts
then debated among each other of the probable sectarian affiliation of my comrades and seemed
perplex that | could have Muslim or Druze friends.
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narrative identities are informing the definition of the reality experienced by the actors.
These collective narratives also constitute a resource in interactions for students such
as Aida, because they do not represent mere abstract references but define available
positions for the actors, limiting some opportunities and opening others.

Starting from Aida’s account of her arrival in the faculty, major themes of analysis
surface: the occupation of the place by political movements first, then their
competition for appropriation of the territory, and finally the significations injected
through distinctive storylines to define space, as well as the groups living on it and her
sense of self in the local setting. From there, using the story as a backdrop, my
objective in this first chapter is to examine the interplay between objective conditions
and subjective perceptions in the affirmation of partisan identities in the university
settings | observed, in order to understand the construction of groupness. Resituating
the actors in the configurations — i.e. labile arrangements — of their spatial
environment, | intend to present how the students concur in the actualization of a
divided structure and how this influences their possible positioning, which might in the
end allow me to propose a more refined understanding of Aida’s story. To do so, I
rely mainly on Henri Lefebvre’s notion of “lived space”. In his model, space is seen in
three dimensions, according to an analytical triad: space is perceived, conceived, and
lived (Lefebvre 1991 [1974], p. 33). The first dimension is concerned with physical
seizure of space (real space), the second with space as a mental construct (imagined
space), and the third with the way space is invested with symbolism and meaning,
building a space of representation, at the same time real and imagined (Elden 1998).
Political domination materializes as a central power in the social definition of space.
“There is a politics of space because space is political” (Lefebvre 1976, p. 33). And its
political nature is at the heart of its production as it is from the relations between social
forces that space emerges (Lefebvre 1991 [1974], p. 190).

Using this framework, | first introduce a more detailed exploration of the
fragmentation prevailing in university contexts to examine the symbiosis between the
physical division and the representations born from partisan imaginaries in the
production of the lived space, my aim being to point out the consequences of this
production of space on the perception of the self (1). Then, | intend to describe the
partisan networks existing in the various territories of the studied universities, and
demonstrate how partisan groups like the FPM surround their territories of
implantation to maintain the preeminence of their definition of the reality. It entails the
scarcity of student mobilizations in regard to the prevalence of intergroup discord in
university settings (2). Not only the constant actualization of boundaries impedes
alternative groupings to emerge but the domination of partisan interpretative schemes
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also leads to the possible translation of different aspirations into the partisan universe
of signification as the case of Aida acknowledges (3).

1. FROM PERCEIVED TO LIVED SPACE: FRAMING AND LABELING
UNIVERSITY TERRITORIES

Space is the setting of the identification process. From the encounters it hosts, it
provides a sense of identity. The Lebanese university landscape is characterized by its
institutional, geographical, and political fragmentation. Entering in a faculty or a
campus means to step into a specific local arrangement of relations. Perception and
experience of this interactional setting stands pivotal in the formation and actualization
of groups. My objective is here to analyze the social production of space and its
consequences in the collective and personal identification. | claim that local conditions
of coexistence and the identity narratives mobilized to interpret them represent the
main producer of the definition of the space and of the actors interacting on it.
Physically, university spaces in Lebanon are composed of a myriad of faculties and
institutes, some of which host no more than a few dozens of students®. As a whole,
the Lebanese higher education sector is composed of forty-three institutions, most of
them being recent, established after the end of the Lebanese wars in 1990. In 1991,
Lebanon totaled seven universities and fifteen institutes. In the year 2000, there were
twenty-four universities and nineteen institutes*®. Apart from the national Lebanese
University (LU), all of these are private institutions. Operated in a field already
characterized by the divisions between the multiplicity of private — and often
communal — schools, this extreme fragmentation originated mainly in a political will
inspired by the successive governments headed by Rafiq Hariri in the 1990 decade.

“® Complete figures on the number of students registered in all the institutions of higher education are
available for the academic year 2007-2008 produced by Lebanese Center for Educational Research
and Development, depending from the Ministry of Education and Higher Education (cited in the report
of the Central Administration of Statistics, Statistical Yearbook 2008, p. 911-912). Online figures are
also available for the academic year 2005-2006.

See: http://www.localiban.org/IMG/pdf/Effectif des Instituts Enseignement_Superieur.pdf [August
2012]. However, these statistics have to be considered with caution. First because the method used is
not detailed. Second, because some students are sometimes registered in several faculties at the same
time, especially in the Lebanese University where the inscription is almost free of charge.
Consequently, they may have been counted more than once.

* See the report by Zoaeter, Nasr &Basbous (2002): “L’enseignement Supérieur au Liban” realized for
the Tempus project sponsored by the European Union.

See: http://www.ciep.fr/evquameda/www.evquameda.org/Liban-EnseigSuperieur.pdf [August 2012]
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Higher education seemed then considered as a merchant good like another, some
institutions being suspected to be more concerned with commercial exploitation than
with educational standards (Davie 1997, p. 9; Zoaeter, Nasr &Basbous 2002, p. 11).

However, the division of the university spaces goes beyond the multiplication of
educational institutions. The situation in fact underlines the continuous setback of the
Lebanese state in the field of education facing the influence of private and communal
forces®. The 1961 law organizing the activities of universities warrants the liberty of
education for the various communal forces, consecrating a constitutional principle and
maintaining a situation well anchored in the history of the country®®. In fact, along
with the sectarian definition of personal civil status, freedom of education stands as the
pillar of the Lebanese consociational system (Messara 1994). Educational networks
have worked as one of the main instrument of the religious, social, and political
construction of communal preeminence in the Lebanese scene. Taking advantage of
the weakness — and even, during the 1975-1990 wars, the breakdown — of the state in
Lebanon, and exploiting the permeability between religious and political spheres,
sectarian and partisan actors used schools and universities as a means of consolidation
and mobilization®. This historical process, associated with territorial divisions, has
constituted universities into strongholds for political or communal forces.

A) The Lebanese University: a broken mirror of divisions

December 2010 — Nader and Patrick greet me at the door of their university, the LU
faculty of Management in Karm al-Zeitoun, in the center of Achrafiyeh, Beirut's
Christian heartland. These two FPM activists are respectively in their third and second
year of study. They offered me a tour so | can see how the building hosting their
everyday life interactions looks like. From outside, the edifice seems in an advanced
state of decrepitude. The interior is worse. Nader insists to show me everything
dysfunctional, from the broken bathrooms to the dozens of rusted old chairs packed on

% For more details on the structuration of the Lebanese educational field, see Favier 2004, p. 59-99.

*! Article 10 of the revised Lebanese constitution of 1990 — originally adopted in the 1926 constitution
— states that: “Education is free insofar as it is not contrary to public order and morals and does not
interfere with the dignity of any of the religions or creeds. There shall be no violation of the right of
religious communities to have their own schools provided they follow the general rules issued by the
state regulating public instruction.”

%2 The case of the Shiite community is remarkably exposed by Catherine Le Thomas (2008; 2012). The
author demonstrates how education and school networks were at the heart of the strategies of
empowerment of the religious and political actors emerging from the community. These strategies
were made possible by the enhancement of the social conditions of the Shiite populations and their
resulting growing willingness to pursue secondary and higher education.

101



Chapter One

the balconies. This building is no exception. In Beirut, many faculties of the LU are
situated in habitation apartments ill-adapted to the requirements of higher education. In
the district of Unesco, the old faculties of Literature, Pedagogy, and Information are
dispatched between several of these buildings. | also remember that the faculty of Law
in which | studied during my first stay in the country was itself located in one such
construction. The year following my return to France, the second floor balcony on
which we used to spend our breaks collapsed. A young girl died.

“ Is there anything dangerous?” I asked Nader and Patrick.

Nader: “Yes, electricity. And toilets are in very bad condition..no water. We have
nowhere to drink water. You can only buy water bottles. LU is for poor people, and
poor people cannot live in this university, so we need funds but we don't have funds.
(...) The government built a new campus in Hadath, and they put all the money in
it.”

Patrick: “They forgot us...”

Nader: “Yes, they forgot us completely in the faculties of the branch 2. (...) The
dorms, the exams to enter the university, are all in Hadath. They privilege the Rafiq
Hariri campus and forget the other faculties and campuses. And economy [choices
in the government]| does not give importance to the Christian sectors and the
Christian areas (...).”

- And you, would you accept to go to Hadath?
Nader: “No, I won't accept this. But I cannot do anything about it.” (...)

Nader: “There is only one political group beside Tayydr that talks about this
problem of the Lebanese University, it is the Kata'eb. They held a conference in the
Faculty of Law and Political Science in Jal el-Dib, and they explained many things
about that, the problems of the branch 2 - that we are in bad conditions and that
the government should help us to build a new campus for Christians. But the
Lebanese Forces control the faculty in which we are now in Achrafiyeh, and they
don't want us to move to any other place like the new faculty in Fanar. [Because]
They built a new building for the faculty in Fanar, next to the faculty of Sciences
[Kulliyet al-‘uliim], and the FPM controls this faculty. So the LF, they don't want us
to go either there or in Hadath in order not to lose the university, their control and
their influence on it. Because the faculty of Sciences [in Fanar] is more important
and under the control of FPM. So if we leave and go to Fanar, the majority will be
with the Tayyar.”

- What does it mean that the Lebanese Forces control your faculty?
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Nader: “They control the faculty! They control the director, they control the board
of administration, they control the secretary, and they control the student council...”

Patrick: “For instance now the president of the LU tried to change the director of
the FID, which is in Fanar too, and he named a person from the Tayydr, but the LF
refused.”

Nader: “Yes, and now they make many problems about that. They would do the
same here, and even much more. They think that the faculty in Achrafiyeh, and
especially here in Karm el-Zeitoun, is a castle for them. It is the most powerful castle
they have in all Lebanon, in the whole LU and all the universities.”

Patrick: “Because it is in Achrafiyeh and Achrafiyeh belongs to the LF!”

Nader: “That’s it. And if Tayyar takes [control of] this university, it would mean that
we really defeated them...we defeated them in their city.”s3

The central themes of the conversation are again the division of the university,
inter-partisan competition for the control of territories and the symbolic role of space
in the definition of the groups. To fully understand the interpretative schemes used by
Nader and Patrick, it is necessary to analyze the practical and public resources,
socially organized, that enable them to attach significations to their situation.
Interpretation is, in a word, contextualized and realized in relation with the stock of
available knowledge (Gubrium 1988, p. 15). My objective here is therefore to
understand how the students construct a social production of the university space.

As a whole, the Lebanese University regroups more than 70,000 students™, split
between five territorial branches (furii9)°, sixteen faculties (kulliyat) or institutes
(ma ‘Ghed)®® and many more campuses. Alone, it counts for almost half of the total
167,165 student population in Lebanon. Organized in 1959°’, the public university was

*% Nader and Patrick, interview with the author: December 4, 2010 [in English].

> The latest figures available, for the academic year 2007-2008, indicates 74,176 students (24,309
males and 49,867 females). Source: Lebanese Center for Educational Research and Development,
published in the report of the Central Administration of Statistics, Statistical Yearbook 2008, p. 911. As
already mentioned, these numbers are certainly overestimated, due to the frequent inscription of the
same students in several faculties. For a brief analysis of the statistics concerning the LU, see Favier
2000b, p. 88. For a complete statistical overview of the five branches (as well as the main other
universities), see Al-Amine 1997.

% The five regional branches are: 1- Western Beirut; 2- Eastern Beirut; 3- North; 4- Beqgaa; 5- South.

% See: http://www.ul.edu.lb/faculte/faculties.aspx [August 2012]

> Already in October 1951, the government established the “Ecole supérieure des maitres”, which
would become in 1967 the faculty of Pedagogy of the Lebanese University. Some have therefore
considered 1951 as the original date of the creation of the national university. However, it was not
before 1959 that official decrees (in particular decree n° 2883) organized the LU and created the
faculties of Law and Literature, and the Institute of Social Sciences.
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inscribed within the movement of reinforcement of the state structures initiated by
President Fuad Chehab after the brief civil war of 1958. Its creation was also a
response to student mobilizations in favor of a public sector in higher education
(Favier 2000Db, p. 91). However, after a promising start that suggested the possibility of
a formation of a new nationwide identity, the institution rapidly became the symbol of
the vanishing national unity. Indeed, the geographical division of the LU dates back to
the beginning of the civil war: the 30™ of June 1977, the minister of Education,
Camille Chamoun — a former president of the Republic and one of the leader of the
Christian nationalist front, or “Lebanonist” as they were called — signed a decree
authorizing the creation of faculties in the Eastern part of Beirut, officially for security
reasons”. The aim was to allow the students originating from this mainly Christian
area to continue their studies despite the military escalation of the crisis. It inducted
the formation of other regional branches, which rapidly fell under the control of the
militias dominating their respective areas of implantation. After the collapse of the
central government, militias consolidated autonomous sectarian territories through a
three-stage process between 1976 and 1983 (Picard 2000, p. 11): the forced unification
of population into a unique homogenized communal territory, the expulsion of
population belonging to other sects, and the solidification of the borders dividing the
sectarian forces. “As the state retreated, the partitioning of Lebanon among militias
reproduced the old Ottoman divisions of military and fiscal domains (igza ‘), each with
their borders and customs checkpoints; Bater or Monteverde for the PSP [Progressive
Socialist Party — Druze], the Awali north of Sidon for the PNO [Popular Nasserist
Organization — Sunni], the Qasmieh bridge for "’Amal [Shiite], and Barbara for the LF
[Christian Maronite].” (Ibid.)

During this process of territorialization, the main militias established de facto
governance over the branches or faculties they controlled. They directly nominated the
heads of the institutions and deeply infiltrated their administration®®. At the end of the
Lebanese wars, the state validated the division of the LU while the absence of reform
led to the maintenance of the partisan control over the various faculties and the
sectarian fractures (Favier 2000b, p. 93-94). Branch 2, in which Nader and Patrick are

% Decree n° 122 (30-6-1977).

% Decree n° 810 adopted January 5, 1978 established the positions of branch directors, which were
occupied by members or clients of the various militias, in their respective zone of influence. This
implied a radical change in the management of the LU. The university rapidly felt under total control
of the militias. In the 1980s, no nomination was anymore adopted in accordance with the official
legislation organizing the functioning of the institution — in particular the 1967 law defining the
academic, financial and administrative independence of the LU. See Favier 2000b, p. 89.
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studying, has always been headed by a Christian since 1990%. In spite of the formal
reconstitution of the university council in June 1995%, sporadic mobilizations of
teachers and students, and the creation of a new campus supposed to regroup many
faculties®®, the system inherited from the war was perpetuated. The student populations
of the various branches remain largely homogeneous in terms of regional origins,
suggesting a relative uniformity in the sectarian affiliation (Al-Amine 1997). The
description made by Nader and Patrick, as the one by Aida considered earlier, reveals
the importance of the partisan control over a faculty, but it also highlights the
competition between the two main political forces in the Christian districts in
Lebanon.

As a result, the various campuses and faculties of the LU are clearly identified
politically and in sectarian terms. In their account, Nader and Patrick associate their
faculty with only one dominant political force, as if cohabitation was not possible. In
their words, the right of property on a territory sounds exclusive. A political group is
either dominant or invisible. Besides the affirmed logic of stronghold in the definition
of space, already embedded in Aida’s story, the consensus expressed by Patrick and
Nader about the ties uniting the district of Achrafiyeh and the LF is striking. Although
they both come from modest extraction, the political background of their families is
different. Nader’s father fought with the LF during the early phase of the civil wars
whereas Patrick’s family was linked with the Lebanese Army and the National Liberal
Party (NLP) of Camille Chamoun, known as the Ahrar [the Liberals]. His grand-father
was killed by LF fighters during the conflict opposing the two groups in 1977.
Nevertheless, they express the same representation of space illustrating the
public/collective dimension of the activity of allocation of meaning.

Their shared views are inherited from the past and framed by present power
relations between political forces: during the war, the LF imposed itself against its

% For example, an attempt to designate a Muslim director of the branch 2 met a general opposition
from all Christian political and communal forces, forcing the government to withdraw its decision
(Safi 2002, p. 370-371).

% The decision was adopted in 1991 (decree n° 1658 - September 5, 1991) but demanded four years to
be enforced, illustrating the incapacity of the government to limit political intervention in the LU
(Favier 2000b, p. 94).

%2 It is the Rafigq Hariri campus in Hadath, in the Southern Suburb of Beirut. The campus, opened in
2005 on the site of the faculty of Sciences of the branch 1, has the vocation to reunify most of the LU
faculties of the Beirut branches (1 and 2) and to provide them adapted premises. However, the process
remains largely incomplete. Only medical faculties were grouped: the faculty of Pharmacy, the faculty
of Dentistry, and the faculty of Medical Science. Besides, other marginal faculties are grouped, but not
in the main campus: the faculty of Agronomy (in Dekwaneh, a Christian district in the outskirts of
Beirut) and the faculty of Tourism (in Bir Hasan, in the Southern Suburb).
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rivals like NLP to control Achrafiyeh and then managed to maintain its grip in the
1989-1990 wars against the Lebanese Army of Michel Aoun; since its return on the
political scene in 2005, the former militia has also been able to ensure its electoral
domination on Achrafiyeh along with its allies of the March 14 coalition®®. Besides,
the LF activists ensure an important visual presence of their formation in the landscape
of the district, relying on symbolic figures like Bachir Gemayel or Samir Geagea,
religious symbols, and slogans, all echoing the identity narrative of the group. Through
the perceptions of students like Patrick and Nader, the strength of the representations
of the relation between territory and identification is projected within university
settings.

Finally, Nader’s early explanation about the issue at branch 2 introduces another
dimension. If within the faculties of this LU branch hostility lays between FPM and
the LF, at a wider scale the opposition seems to shift toward a religious fracture
dividing Christians from Muslims. The incapacity of the government to address the
issue of the LU since the end of the fighting in 1990 (Favier 2000b) has sustained the
sectarian division of the university territories. Abandoned by public authority, the LU
continued to live in an era were political and social dissensions bore a sectarian
declination. The community remains the go-between linking the absent state and the
individual as the evocation of a “new campus for Christians” acknowledges. The fact
that the new campus is situated in Hadath, within the predominantly Muslim part of
the city induces an indirect claim about the unfair treatment given to Christians at the
national level®. Of course, material conditions such as accessibility to the campus
count in the refusal to envisage regrouping in Hadath, however symbolic definition of
space plays also an important part as inferred from the reference to Christians — in
opposition to Muslims who already have their new campus.

The simultaneous presence of sectarian and political references in the expression
boundaries and social meaning of territory exemplifies the contingent nature of

% 1t was the case especially during the 2009 elections in which a reshaping of electoral
circumscriptions in Beirut opened the door for a harsh competition over Achrafiyeh. The March 14
coalition succeeded in winning the three parliamentary seats at stake against the FPM and its allies.
Although none of the successful candidates were from the LF, the party nevertheless contributed in
their electoral campaign.

® Here, it is possible to see how the division of the LU in general and the choice of Hadath as the
location of the main campus in particular are also exploited by partisan forces. The LU represents a
possible tool in order to address wider political agendas. For example, Hezbollah was, during the crisis
it faced in the aftermath of the Syrian withdrawal in 2005, using the reference to the Lebanese
University as the “University of the People” in order to enhance its integration within the national
political scene (Lefort 2006, p. 25-28). For several years, the Kata'eb Party has also strongly referred
to the situation of the LU in order to raise its main theme of mobilization: the deprivation of the
Christians and their demand of better integration within the state.
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identification as well as the intricacy of partisan and sectarian dimensions in the
perception of the self, owing to the absence of alternatives. With no state to build the
LU as a symbol of trans-group citizenship, with few sectorial mobilizations to promote
the cause of the university, the student territory remains under the watchful eyes of the
only collective actors present on the ground: partisan forces. It has to be noted that the
Hadath campus being situated in the Southern Suburb of the capital, it is under the
political influence of Hezbollah (Lefort 2006), a political ally of the FPM. However,
for Nader and Patrick, it seems to make no difference. The division therefore goes
beyond present political arrangements to relate more on the past antagonisms that led
to the fragmentation of the LU. It typifies the closure of the LU in antagonist
segments. Nader’s comment moreover offers a glimpse at the factionalist nature of the
opposition between the FPM and the LF. Indeed factionalism implies a dual
antagonism but has to be read also in relation to a third player (Rivoal 2004, § 4), here
the Muslims. In his views, the competition between the FPM and the LF, both
perceived as Christian groups, acquires all its meaning only in the context of the wider
strife between the two main religious groups sharing power in Lebanon.

The definition of space thus changes depending on the considered local systems of
interactions. Territories acquire signification only in intergroup terms, in relation with
their milieu and the various coexisting groups. Resulting from the insertion within the
LU of the sectarian and the interlinked partisan divisions, and participating in their
maintenance, strong partisan representations relying on collective identity narratives in
university settings prove to be pivotal. The speech acts I recorded inform local systems
of identification based on a fragmented vision of space, in which groups compete to
impose their hegemon. Territorial bases serve as the foundations for the inscription of
the collective groupings in the society. In the perceptions of FPM students like Aida,
Nader, and Patrick, the faculties of the LU — branch 2 remain strongholds that need to
be protected or captured®. The trope of the castle employed by Nader demonstrates
the facet of power and violence in the intergroup relations. Success in gaining control
of faculties formerly ruled by a rival through victory in student elections is celebrated
as a military triumph®. This competition is constructed through the diffusion of
concurrent identity narratives and occupation of the corresponding positions: Aida

% In April 2007, a student representative of the Lebanese Forces declared in the press: “The faculty of
Humanities has belonged to the Free Patriotic Movement for a number of years, and the faculty of
Law has belonged to us for a number of years too.” (The Daily Star: April 20, 2007)

% After a defeat in an USJ faculty that had been once labeled a FPM fortress by the leader of the Party,
Michel Aoun, a disappointed student told me: “now they can claim that they destroyed the fortress”.
Conversation with the author: November 7, 2008 [in French].
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opposes the story of domination of the militia to the supposedly law-abiding profile
characterizing the FPM — the militia versus the state, the za rdn [thugs] versus the
awadim [honest people], a rhetoric that structured the 1990 war between LF and
Michel Aoun’s army.

The shift in Nader’s argument from intra-Christian competition in the branch 2 to
inter-religious split on the national scale suggests that representations of the space and
the resulting positions available for the students depend on the configurations
prevailing in the different contexts of interaction. To illustrate this point, a look at the
situation of the American University of Beirut is noteworthy.

B) The American University of Beirut, an image of Lebanon?

At first sight, the situation of the American University of Beirut differs radically from
the one in the LU. The former, contrary to the latter, is constituted of one unique
campus, grouping all the faculties and also including dorms, sport facilities, and a
library. In contrast with the devastated public institution, it exposes its luxurious
facilities as a symbol of the Lebanese two-tier society.

Virgil, former coordinator of the FPM in AUB and an active member of the
Committee of the Student Affairs of the Party presented me with a description of the
university matching the opinion | often heard from students or observers. This
irreligious young man — one of the few who openly declared himself atheist —
explained me in May 2010 that:

“L'AUB c'est une université assez représentative de la société libanaise. Déja, parce
que toutes les communautés libanaises sont représentées de maniére conséquente.
Comparé a I'US] qui est a majorité chrétienne, a la LAU-Beyrouth qui est a majorité,
disons, sunnite, encore plus que musulmane. L'AUB est mixte. Cela veut dire que
dans notre maniere de travailler nous ne sommes pas limités par la nature de la
société dans laquelle on évolue. On doit rester ouvert. D'autre part I'histoire de
I'AUB et sa place dans le mouvement estudiantin au Liban date de cent ans. La
plupart des grandes manifestations pro-palestiniennes des années 1960 ont été
fomentées a I'AUB. 1l y aussi disons, que I'AUB a une inclinaison plutét de gauche
par rapport aux autres universités. Les étudiants de I'’AUB sont, par nature, plus
laics. Notre travail en matiere de laicité est plus facile la-bas qu'a 1'US] qui est a
dominante chrétienne.”s?

This account presents many interesting developments, associating the history of the
university, its geography, and its population to a political definition of its territory. The

®7 Virgil, interview with the author: May 14, 2010 [in French].
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assumption that AUB is a micro-model of Lebanon demonstrates that the sectarian
divisions and the afferent partisan distinctions stand for Virgil as the main issue at
stake in the Lebanese social system. Socio-economic differences remain untold,
illustrating the idea of narrative silence contrasting with the dominant perspectives.
Indeed, as AUB remains a privileged institution, its student population is evidently not
representative of the entire national population. The level of instruction and the cost of
studies imply that the students recruited in the AUB belong to the upper class as
statistical investigation unsurprisingly demonstrates (Al-Amine 1997)%. Its 7,000
students also include a vast number of foreigners (around 1,000)%, a large majority of
whom Arabs, while its elitist character indeed attracts high-class young Lebanese from
all regions and sectarian groups (Al-Amine 1997).

Virgil’s point also highlights the relations constructed between the territory of
AUB and the political groups. The history of the establishment undoubtedly plays a
role in the claim of its similarity with Lebanon. Created in 1866 under the name of
Syrian Protestant College, the AUB is the oldest university of the country.
Conceptualized on the model of the US universities, it was thought to stand as a city in
the city (Beyhum 1991, p. 31). Progressively, AUB became intrinsically linked with its
neighborhood, the district of Hamra in West Beirut, symbol of the cosmopolitan
modern lifestyle in the Lebanese capital. AUB largely participated in the reputation
and growth of Hamra (Davie 1997, p. 4): its status of best university in the Arab
world, its international student population, and its culture of excellence proved
influential in the abundance of culture and the prosperous commercial exchanges that
characterized Hamra in the sixties (Beyhum 1991, p. 32). The university and its
neighborhood were also the theater of a flourishing political life. Already before
World War Il, AUB witnessed the foundation of the Syrian Social National Party
(SSNP)™, created in 1932 by Antoun Saadeh, which has played an important part in

% In my own limited snowball sampling, the occupations of the parents illustrate the same fact (see
tables of interviews in the appendix). Even in the four cases studied in the following pages, three of
the students have a father general in the Lebanese Army.

% The exact number for the academic year 2007-2008 is 7,078 students (3,521 males and 3,557
females), including 1,172 foreigners. Report of the Central Administration of Statistics, Statistical
Yearbook 2008, p. 911.

" Originally named Syrian Nationalist Party (al-Hizb al-Qawmi al-Sarf), the party is today designed
as Syrian Social National Party (al-Hizb al-Sari al-Qawmi al-/jzimd ) or, more simply, “the nationalist
party” (al-Hizb al-Qawmi). Its secular ideology advocates the union of all the people living in the
territory of “Greater Syria” — made of Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, Palestine, Irag, Kuwait, and Cyprus —
independently of religious divisions. Nonetheless, the party recruits noticeably in the Greek Orthodox
sect, from which Saadeh was originated. Today, the SSNP is allied with the March 8 coalition. It
remains active in the resistance against Israel with the support of Hezbollah. During the summer 2006
war, militants from the SSNP participated in the fighting against the Israeli invasion, especially in the
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the Lebanese modern political history. AUB was also influential in the emergence of
the Arab Nationalist Movement (Haraket al-Qawmiyin al-‘arab) constituted through
an AUB literary association. Figures like Constantine Zurayq’* and George Habbach’
count among the students who went down in the political history of the Arab worlds.

Hotbed of Arabism, the AUB campus had been from the 1950s more and more
mobilized in support of the Palestinian cause. Groups like Fatah prospered, all the
more since they could count on the numerous foreign students mainly coming from the
Arab world (Le Pottier 1998). The weight of the Palestinian presence in the troubled
national context progressively led to contestation from students supporters of the
Lebanese nationalist option — in particular the sympathizers of the Kata'eb party and
those of Camille Chamoun. The confrontation between the two sides escaladed,
leading to open battle between “Arabists” and “Lebanonists” (Favier 2004, p. 130-134;
Le Pottier 1998). Armed clashes even erupted at the eve of the 1975 war. This
dynamics of conflict has led numbers of scholars to consider the AUB as paradigmatic
of the wider strife ripping the country (Barakat 1977; Rabah 2009). Once the
microcosm of a territory much wider than Lebanon — the Arab nation (al-Watan al-
‘arabt) — AUB was then caught into the war and downsized to its location in West
Beirut. The administration of the university eventually opened an “off-campus
program” beside the demarcation line in the capital, so that students from the Eastern
regions — mainly Christians — could attend courses (Beyhum 1991, p. 35).

At first victim of the struggle between “Lebanonists” and “Arabists”, then of the
transformation of the conflict into sectarian strife, American University of Beirut also
witnessed the emergence of alternative movements in the late 1990s. At that time,
economic difficulties and political deadlock started to trigger more and more demands
from an emerging civil society which had progressively recovered from the war period
(Karam 2006). While the students were sporadically mobilized against the Syrian
presence or for more sectorial causes — especially in December 1997 (Favier 2000a) —
AUB saw the advent of new forces, mainly defending secularist positions. The group
Bila Hudd(d — No Frontiers — established itself as the prominent incarnation of this
renewal. Composed of former communists and leftists from diverse horizons, the

Christian areas of the Western Begaa, in the South-East of the country.

™ Constantine Zurayq (1909-2000) was an intellectual, born in Damascus in a Greek Orthodox family.
He is considered a pioneer of Arab nationalism. See:
http://www.menafn.com/menafn/1093476961/The-American-University-of-Beirut-Arab-Nationalism-
and-Liberal-Education [October 2012]

"2 George Habbach (1926-2008), a Palestinian, was the founder of the Popular Front for the Liberation
of the Palestine (PFLP). He became one of the most prominent figures of the Palestinian revolution.
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group played a pivotal role in AUB politics until 2005. The so-called “Cedar
revolution” however led to the progressive dislocation of the group. Many activists
decided at that time to join a new political party, the Democratic Left (al-Yaséar al-
dimugrati), a split from the Lebanese Communist Party which allied with the March
14 coalition. But the evolution of the coalition toward a bloc defending the interests of
Hariri’s Future Movement and its rising opposition with March 8 and the FPM
weakened the Democratic Left. The party, as well as many in the leftist movements,
fell trapped into the resurgence of sectarianism in the national political arena triggered
by the clash between the two leading coalitions. Confronted with increasing
polarization, No Frontiers started to lose its influence in a university dominated by the
struggle opposing March 14 to its adversaries. Today, the student group tries to
reorganize itself but remains a marginal actor in front of the supremacy of the political
parties. In that sense, more than a model of Lebanon, AUB seems to echo the fate of
the student mobilizations in the country, paralyzed in time of crisis by the strength of
the partisan divisions.

Because of these specificities, the ways identification with the FPM is experienced
and manifested by the students in the territory of the AUB are altered compared to
their LU comrades. “Here, it’s Gharbiyyeh [West-end], a territory that was out of our
control during the war” a LF representative told me during my first visit on the
campus back in 20037, Is such a view informed by the war-time demarcation
predominant among the FPM students coming from the Eastern regions when they
reflect upon their arrival at AUB? How do they depict their own insertion in regard
with the environment of the university?

e Example 1: Tino. Born in 1990. Originated from a Christian village of the region of
Aley, at the confines of the Chouf Mountains, an area populated by Druzes and
Christians. His parents do not manifest any sharp political preference but his paternal
uncles engaged in the 1975-1977 war in the Kata'eb militia to fight the Palestinians
and the Lebanese National Movement under the command of the Druze leader Kamal
Joumblatt. Several of his family members died during the fighting. Maronite, he was
educated in a Christian Catholic school situated in Gemmayzeh (East Beirut) before
joining AUB. His arrival at the university was retold as follow: “You meet other people.

My school counted 80% of Christians. In the university, on the contrary, you have

™ Paulo, interview with the author: November 14, 2003 [in French].
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Palestinians, Syrians, and everything...so you can't stay stubborn like the Lebanese

Forces”’*.

In Tino’s words, the diversity in AUB, whose student population is both multi-
sectarian and international, is revealed through the prism of uniformity of the
confessional school he frequented. In that perspective, entering the AUB campus
induces a radical change in the interactional settings experienced in his everyday life.
Notably, Tino refers to Palestinians and Syrians rather than to Lebanese Muslims or to
any partisan affiliation as embodiment of “the other”. This may indicate that those two
collective identities are associated with what he views as the figure of alterity and
potential enemy: the Palestinians because of his family experience dating back to the
1975-1977 war, and the Syrians because of the grievances they concentrated during
their domination over Lebanon, especially in the kind of milieu Tino was inserted in: a
family who supported Lebanese nationalist options and a socialization in a dominantly
Christian environment (school, friends, etc.) in which the Syrian presence was

commonly contested.

However, Tino places the major differentiation between him — identifying with the
FPM — and the Lebanese Forces. Once again, the relevance of the fracture dividing the
Christian political scene emerges. In the diversity of the university, identification with
the FPM supposes a different response than the one perceived as characteristic of the
LF. The position taken by Tino as FPM activist encompasses reference to a story line
that refuses sectarian fragmentation. Being a Christian supporting the FPM in a plural
environment, the significant cleavage is for Tino the choice between what he
associates with a LF posture defined as exclusively Christian-centered and the position
offered by the collective identity he mobilizes to define himself. The FPM position —
by contrast with the LF position — offers him access to a repertoire of acceptance of

the diversity in encounter.

e Example 2: Robert. Born in 1989. Originated from Damour, a Christian costal village

south of Beirut that witnessed one of the most infamous massacres of the Lebanese

™ Tino, interview with the author: May 21, 2010. The original statement was in French: “(...) tu
rencontres d'autres gens. Mon école est a 80% chrétienne. Au contraire, & l'université il y a des
Palestiniens, des Syriens, etc. Donc tu ne peux pas rester borné comme les FL.”
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wars”. Raised in a family supporting Michel Aoun and the FPM (his father being
himself a general in the Lebanese Army), Robert lived in Baabda before moving back
to Damour several years after the end of the hostilities. He went to the Catholic Notre-
Dame-de-Jamhour school near Baabda. According to him, his arrival at AUB
explicitly exemplifies the question of positioning in the university settings: “My
engagement dates back to school, before university. (...) When I arrived here, |
continued, because I couldn't lie. I was directly asked: 'What are you?' So I answered
that 7 was with the FPM, because I couldn t lie, contrary to some others who claim to
be neutral during elections but who are in fact with another party. Besides, | also took
the FPM card-member [when | got 20]. | took it against the will of my parents who
advised me to stay free. But | took it because | wanted, because I love the FPM.”"®

Besides the moral claim suggesting that positioning oneself as FPM member
implies to demonstrate a perfectly honest behavior, Robert’s story reveals how the
implantation of political forces and the diversity of the university population generate
processes of identity assignments in the course of interactions. We can make the
hypothesis that the experience of confessional plurality in contrast with his school in
Jamhour, which remains a heavily Catholic environment, enhanced Robert’s sense of
identification with the Party. The injunction of his parents to “stay free” has in my
views also to do with the issue of positioning: once identified with the party and
recognized as such, the strength of imposed identity is increased and the individual’s

margin of maneuver in the encounter is reduced.

e Example 3: Nassim. Born in 1989. Originated from a Greek Catholic family of Jezzine,
in South Lebanon, he has always lived in Baabda. His father is a general in the

Lebanese Army and also a supporter of the FPM. Educated like Robert in the

> On January 20, 1976, fighters of the PLO, the Saiga [a pro-Syrian Palestinian militia], and the
Lebanese National Movement invaded and destroyed the Christian coastal city of Damour, South of
Beirut. The attack caused the death of 584 people, while more than 5,000 people fled the town (Fisk
2001 p. 99-100). See also Picard 2012a (Online): http://www.massviolence.org/La-guerre-civile-au-
Liban?artpage=4-12 [December 2012]

"® Robert, interview with the author: May 17, 2010. The original statement was in French: “Mon
engagement date de l’école, avant ['université. (...) Quand je suis arrivé a ['université ici, j'ai
continué. Parce que je n’ai pas pu mentir. Directement on te demande: 'tu es quoi?’. Alors j’ai répondu
que je suis avec le CPL, parce que je ne peux pas mentir, contrairement & certains qui pendant les
élections disent qu’ils sont neutres ou qu’ils sont ci ou ¢a mais en fait sont avec un autre parti. Et
d’ailleurs, j’ai aussi pris la carte du CPL. Je l’ai prise contre I’avis de mes parents qui me disaient de
rester libre, mais je l’ai pris parce que je le voulais, parce que j aime le CPL.”
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prestigious Notre-Dame-de-Jamhour, he joined AUB in 2007: “When | entered
AUB...OK, you are with the FPM but you cannot enter politics in AUB because the
AUB is in a Muslim region...it’s the first impression, you know how it is in Lebanon.
But when you come here, you realize that no, it’s normal. You can work in politics.
Another image arises. But some people say: 'you go into a Muslim area there are
tensions between Sunnis and Shiites. In AUB, it5s the Beirut environment, so don't
work in politics'. But actually, it’s not the case. When you enter and you start working
day after day, first on events and then during elections, you see the atmosphere. You
can participate in the elections, and then you realize that you can give more, and you
go for it...that’s what I did.”"”

Nassim’s account highlights the sectarian prejudices attached to territorial location
and partisanship. In what is constructed as a collective prejudice, FPM is associated
with Christians while AUB, being situated in West Beirut, refers to Muslim
populations. My interlocutor rejects these preconceptions but in doing so, he also
demonstrates their persistence. His attempt at justification toward me (“you know how
it is”) only reinforces the endurance of these perceptions. Defining himself as a FPM
member is, according to his story, to refuse one’s own prejudice and engage in action.
The position of FPMer supposes to revoke sectarian definition in order to adopt
political and practical — i.e. built in action — perceptions of a university world

characterized by its pluralism.

e Example 4: Malek. Born in 1988. Like Nassim, he is originated from the South and his
father, a FPM supporter, was a general in the Army. Representative of the FPM in
AUB at the time of the interview, he expressed fervent secular views, although he was
educated in the Catholic school of the Antonine Sisters. His description of AUB at his

arrival depicts in a critical way the sectarian fractures existing on the campus: “When |

" Nassim, interview with the author: May 18, 2010. The original statement was in French: “Quand je
suis rentré a l'université...bon OK, tu es avec le CPL mais tu ne veux pas trop entrer dans les choses
politiques parce que I'AUB est dans une région ou il y a des musulmans...la premiere impression, tu
connais au Liban. Mais quand tu rentres ici, tu te rends compte qu'en fait non, c'est normal. Tu peux
travailler [politique], au contraire. C'est une autre image. Mais avant, les gens te disent : « oui, tu vas
dans une région musulmane, il y a des problemes sunnites-chiites. A I'AUB, tu as les milieux des
Beyrouth, alors tu ne vas pas travailler politique... ». Mais en fait non. Quand tu entres et que tu
commences jour apres jour a prendre part aux événements, puis aux élections, tu vois I'ambiance. Tu
veux participer aux élections, tu participes et aprés ¢a, quand tu vois que tu peux donner plus, tu te
lances...et c'est ce que j'ai fait.”
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first entered AUB, there was a major sect cleavage. The Sunnis would seat together,
the Christians, the Shiites and the Druzes too. It was disgusting. Especially since | was
raised in a family in which we make no difference. I spent much of my time with my
father, at his work. In the army, you always go with a Sunni, a Shiite, anyone, without
even asking the question. | was really astonished that here at AUB, one would ask you
if you are a Christian, a Sunni or a Shiite. It was disgusting. One would seat with you
if you are from his own sect... it was very annoying to me (...) and to many others too.
Because this is not how we were raised. (...) I hope that someday, there will be no
more problems with the sects in Lebanon (...) through everything that we do: when we
do a protest, it's not a protest for Christians, not a protest for Muslims, this is a protest

for students.”’

As was the case in the three previous accounts, Malek’s story reflects a political
stand. To identify with the FPM means to position oneself against the sectarian
divisions that supposedly tear the AUB students apart. The diversity is indirectly
associated with the potential for conflict and segregation. To reconstruct such a
confessional cleavage within the territory of the campus enables Malek to affirm his
own concurrent vision of reality. His perceptions originate in a shared culture more
than in a political organization stricto sensu: the assertion “this is not how we were
raised” implies at the same time a collective experience (“we”) and a socialization
process realized in relation to family figures (“raised”). It demonstrates the anchoring
of groupness in both social ties and collective perception of reality. Finally, in the last
part of his account, the problem of sectarianism as represented in AUB is transposed to
the scale of the entire Lebanon. Here, his story merges with the political program of
the FPM. Therefore, identifying with the FPM amounts to positioning oneself in a

specific locus regarding the fragmentation of the university space and of the country.

The perceived space of the AUB and the imagined representations attached to it
define the conditions in which the sense of belonging to the partisan group is
constructed. AUB is lived as a space of coexistence. Because of its plurality and its
localization, the FPM activists cannot lay claim over its territory in ordinary
circumstances. While the presence of the others may reinforce the partisan positioning,
the definition of the self as a group member implies a certain conception of the life in

8 Malek, interview with the author: May 22, 2010 [in English].
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common, inspired by the public identity narrative of the Party which insists on national
unity, shared citizenship, and inter-religious harmony. The pluralistic nature of AUB
thus imprints the ways how identification with the FPM is experienced.

C) Entering Huvelin: positioning in a sectarian environment

To better understand the impact of the social production of space on the individual
positioning of the students and their construction of the self, | propose to digress from
the sole case of the FPM youth and consider a case | encountered during my Master
research. It provides, | think, a remarkably sound example of how positioning and
party identification work together in the specific circumstances designed by the
settings prevailing on a campus. It also demonstrates clearly how personal positions
are not only constructed by the actors themselves but rather result of social interactions
through which they are negotiated and sometimes strongly imposed.

In 2006, as | was studying the student section of Hezbollah, Mehdi was designated
to me by an USJ professor as the leader of the Shiite party’s student group in Huvelin.
However, from my first phone contact with him, he seemed very reluctant to accept
this label. | first referred his circumspection to a natural caution in front of an outsider.
But my understanding of his situation rapidly evolved. During our first meeting, he
heavily insisted on the gaps that were distancing him from Hezbollah:

“le ne suis pas membre du Hezbollah...il y a une rumeur, mais je ne suis pas un
partisan. Par contre je suis avec la Résistance™. Je viens du Sud, j'ai vu tous les
massacres israéliens, j'ai vraiment vécu ce qui se passe au Sud (...). Je me souviens
quand j’allais chez mes cousins au Sud, toujours apres la premiere nuit, je ramassais
mes affaires et je voulais partir...c’était terrifiant les bombes qui tombaient autour
de nous (...). Je soutiens le Hezbollah parce que je soutiens la Résistance, et pas
I'inverse (...). Je préfere un pays laic, je le dis franchement, je suis contre un parti
communautaire (...). J’ai beaucoup de chose contre le Hezbollah, mais je ne le dis
pas parce que maintenant, c’est la guerre {(...)."80

Mehdi’s affiliation with the party of the Resistance is seen as rooted in his
experience of the Israeli operations in South Lebanon. At the time of the interview, the
atmosphere in the country was heavy: the alliance forged for the 2005 parliamentary
elections between the tandem Amal-Hezbollah and the March 14 coalition had

" The “Resistance” refers to the Islamic Resistance, the name of Hezbollah's armed organization that
organizes the resistance against the Israeli occupation of seven villages in the southern region of
Shebaa.

8 All the following extracts are borrowed from two interviews realized in February (3 and 18) 2006
[in French].
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collapsed. The two Shiite movements suspended their participation in the government
and tried to provoke its resignation. However, March 14 led by the Future Movement
of the Prime Minister Saad al-Hariri, Walid Joumblatt’s PSP and the Lebanese Forces
refused to bow. The political scene was sharply divided and rumors about possible
escalations were recurrent. Mehdi’s words “maintenant, c'est la guerre [now it is the
war]” strongly stressed this tension and suggested the expression of his solidarity with
Hezbollah’s political stand, explaining why he made his critics of the party less vocal.
His words also highlight the violent and confrontational construction of partisan
affiliations. Still, his link with Hezbollah seemed to owe much to his arrival in
Huvelin, in the faculty of Management:

“I'ai commencé la politique quand je suis arrivé a l'université. Deux ou trois mois
avant les élections estudiantines, tout le monde se sépare, tu commences a entendre
des discours religieux...les Musulmans pensaient qu’il fallait faire quelque chose
pour eux parce qu'ils se sentaient exclus alors que leur nombre augmente (...). J'ai
refusé cette logique (...). Ici en gestion, il y a beaucoup de Musulmans, au contraire
de I'US] qui est une société chrétienne (...). Avant de venir a I'USJ, j’ai passé un an en
faculté de biologie a I'UL. C’était la porte pour la politique, mais je n’étais pas
impliqué. Le point de départ pour moi, c’était les élections de I'US] car a I'UL, ce
n’est pas vraiment une vie politique: le Hezbollah gagne toujours. Si j’avais continué
a I'UL, je ne crois pas que je me serais engagé (...). Je n’ai pas ressenti la vie politique
avant d’aller a I'USJ.”

Elitist like AUB but overwhelmingly Christian like the LU — branch 2, Saint-
Joseph University carries the heritage of Jesuit education in Lebanon. Its historical
center dating back to 1875 presents the architecture of a religious seminary. Contrary
to AUB imbedded into its neighboring district of Hamra, USJ gives the impression of
a closed space, concealed from its immediate environment, the mainly residential
districts of Mar Maroun in Achrafiyeh (Davie 1997, p. 3). The campus of Social
Sciences where my fieldwork started in 2007 is situated one block away from the
initial building of the university, in Huvelin Street. Located in the heart of the
“Christian Beirut”, “Huvelin” — as my interlocutors used to call it — hosts around 2,500
of the 11,000 USJ students, distributed between the five institutions that compose the
campus: the faculty of Law (343 students), the faculty of Economics (484), the faculty
of Management (1480), the Political science institute (75) and the institute of
Insurances studies (109)%. The majority of these students belongs to the different

8 These figures refer to the number of students registered on the electoral lists of the various faculties
and institutes for the university elections in November 2009. These data do not take into account the
students who had not at that time paid their inscription and tuition fees. Sources: indexes of voting
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Christian communities and resides in Eastern Beirut or its near suburbs, the Metn and
Baabda districts. However, a growing number of Muslim students can be found on the
campus, mainly in the faculty of Management®. This presence works as the basis for
the constitution of a group publicly claiming its affiliation with and support for the
main Shiite movements Hezbollah and Amal. Besides, the establishment of this group
is facilitated by the alliance concluded in February 2006 between Hezbollah and the
FPM, one of the most influential forces on the ground in Huvelin. In spite of this
recent evolution, Huvelin remains geographically and socially a Christian territory.

It was in the confrontation with this Christian environment and the political
hostility it expressed toward Muslims and Hezbollah that Mehdi actually forged his
engagement. A “Christian society”, the campus has been influenced by the political
forces implanted within Christian areas for decades. From the 1950s, the mounting
Impact of these partisan groups had surfaced, especially with the rise of the Kata'eb
student section. Bachir Gemayel, son of the party’s founder Pierre Gemayel, who
would become the leader of the Lebanese Forces before being elected president of the
Republic in 1982, graduated from the faculty of Law in 1971 and obtained a degree in
Political science two years later. Since then, his ghostly presence strongly imprints
Huvelin’s space — materialized by a striking portrait hung in the hall of what is now
the faculty of Economics, on the initiative of a former USJ rector, Father Selim Abou.
The daunting figure of Bachir confers a symbolic dimension to the campus in the eyes
of both Kata'eb and LF supporters. Many are the students who see the arrival of
Muslims as a threat for the identity of the university®.

From 2005, incidents and fights between “pro-LF” and pro-Kata'eb” students on
the one hand, and, on the other, students associated with the Shiite movements
Hezbollah and Amal, have been frequent®. In the view of the Christian traditional

counts consulted at the USJ, November 12, 2009, completed with data published on the FPM Internet
site: www.tayyar.org [November 2009]

8 Although no precise figures exist on that phenomenon, my interviews with USJ students and my
observations highlight this fact. A proportion of these Muslim students seem to come from the
expatriated Shiite community living in French speaking West African countries, mainly Ivory Coast.

8 A Shiite FPM student told me how his victory in university elections caused distress among some
Christian students: “The fact that 1, a Muslim, won in the elections in my third year made some people
cry. People cried! And to be clear, the Muslims did not actually vote for me at this time [2005] because
we as FPM were against the dominant political stand of Muslim parties.” (Tayeb, interview with the
author: November 4, 2007 [in French]).

8 Many troubles were recounted to me by students during my visits on the campus. The national press
also echoed the most important incidents. In November 2008, a violent clash opposed students when
the Kata'eb supporters tried to commemorate the assassination of former Industry Minister Pierre
Gemayel, killed in his car by unknown assailants one year earlier. In reaction, the administration of the
USJ decided on December 3, 2008 to ban all political activities (The Daily Star: December 4, 2008). A
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public of the university, the Christian identity of the territory implies that the presence
of Muslims is perceived in terms of an unaccepted sectarian cohabitation. Copresence
here produces a sense of sectarian belonging. Those defined as outsiders are rejected,
reduced to their alterity, they are summoned to leave the space. The antagonism
expressed by groups such as the LF and the Kata'eb originates both in the history of
these organizations, which fought against Islamic and Progressive forces, and their
present stand in the national political field. The resistance against public implantation
of Shiite groups in Huvelin results from a conflict at the national scale. The cleavage
between the various collective identifications as they are perceived on the ground is
revealed by the mental maps students are constructing about Huvelin’s territory. A
common idea expressed by many students suggests that group members’ physical
localisation on the campus depends on their political affiliation. Although students
seem to circulate quite fluidly, assertions about a distinctive territorial basis for
parties’ followers are frequent: while FPM supporters allegedly gather along the
faculty of Law and Economics, LF cliques are said to be implanted in the middle of
the campus ground, finally Shiites supposedly affiliated with Amal and Hezbollah
meet in front of the cafeteria, near the faculty of Management in which most of them
are studying.

In this hostile context, Mehdi participated in the setting up of a group supporting
the view of Hezbollah, though maintaining a distance with the party:

“Dans notre groupe a l'université, on essaie de garder une liberté d’action (...).
Certains de nos membres appartiennent au Hezbollah, d’autres, non (...). Il y a des
idées contradictoires dans notre mouvement...ce qui nous unit, c’est la Résistance et
avoir un pays déconfessionnalisé. Certains disent qu’un pays laic n’est pas
applicable, moi, je pense que c’est tres facilement applicable (...). J’ai un peu une
pensée de gauche, mais je ne suis pas vraiment de gauche. Je pense notamment a
Kamal Joumblatt qui est un idéologue, un trés grand penseur..il y a eu une
manifestation pour commémorer sa mort, le groupe a refusé de participer mais moi,
j'ai participé a titre personnel, car c’est un exemple qui pourrait nous donner un
Liban laic (...).”

The group headed by Mehdi is informal. It consists mainly in a backing force
mobilized during the student elections. This group is made of Hezbollah and Amal
supporters, but also supporters of the resistance against the Israeli occupation in the
South. Some of its members actually belong to Hezbollah or Amal and do coordinate

few months later, in March 2009, a Kata'eb-Hezbollah brawl erupted in Huvelin (The Daily Star:
March 19, 2009). More recently, in May 2012, a fight broke out between LF and Kata'eb supporters on
the one hand and students labeled “Hezbollah” on the other (The Daily Star: May 24, 2012).
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their actions with their respective parties. However, it is done through inter-individual
contacts. No direct connection exist between the group as such and Hezbollah.
Similarly, their coordination with FPM students exist, but seems minimal outside
electoral periods. In fact, it appears mainly as a group of sociability for Shiite students
who highlight their Shiite political identity in front of an environment perceived as
hostile. During the day, they spend the breaks together, in a particular spot of the
campus. The loosened nature of the group, apart from its diversity, also resulted from a
strategic approach: Hezbollah was willing to keep a relatively low profile on a territory
traditionally out of its influence (Lefort 2006). Nevertheless, Mehdi’s own trajectory
also played a part in the affirmation of his difference:

“Mon pere s’intéresse a la politique, mais il n’était pas engagé. D’ailleurs, il est
contre mon engagement...Mais nous sommes dans une famille oti chaque soir, il y a
une soirée de politique. Tout mon alentour est politique, je vis a Ddhiyyeh...le
Hezbollah a fait des tentatives pour me convaincre de travailler avec eux, mais
J’étais contre et j'ai refusé. Mais je peux défendre la Résistance sans étre un partisan
(...). J'ai été au lycée a Hadath, au lycée Pilot, dans un endroit frontiére, un peu
comme Chiyah et Ayn el-Rummaneh, mais entre Hadath et Kafaat. Au début, c’était
mélangé, mais progressivement, c’est devenu plus musulman, je ne sais pas
pourquoi (...). Je n’ai jamais eu de legons de religion, ni a I'école, ni a la maison,
méme si ma meére est voilée. On a la liberté a la maison...on sait qu’on est
musulman, on respecte ¢a, mais on ne pratique pas I'Islam comme il faut (...). Mes
sceurs par exemple, elles ne sont pas voilées, elles sortent et tout.”

Originated from a Shiite family of Nabatiyyeh (South Lebanon), Mehdi lived with
his parents and sisters in Dahiyyeh, the Southern Suburb of Beirut, the territorial
stronghold of Hezbollah. However, he apparently suffered from this environment,
insisting on the specificities of his own experience. The affirmation “on ne pratique
pas l'Islam comme il faut [we don’t practice Islam rightfully]” illustrates the strength
of the religious and social norms dominating his living space®. 11l at ease with these
rules, Mehdi insisted in his account on borderlines: Chiyah and Ayn al-Rummaneh,
Hadath and Kafaat constitute contact zones between sectarian groups, charged with a
memory of conflict dating back from the 1975-1990 wars.

8 Some of these norms directly result from the political domination of Hezbollah, but the majority of
them progressively emerged in social practices constructed in the interactions imprinted by public
religiousness and piety. This phenomenon is at the basis of what some scholars labeled as the “Islamic
sphere” or Hala Islamiyya (Deeb 2006; Harb 2005). Prevailing in areas such as Dahiyyeh, the Islamic
sphere is nourished by a strong and composite identity narrative — diffused primarily by Hezbollah but
not only.
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“Personnellement je suis déchiré entre deux sujets: la Résistance d’'une part (...) et
avoir un pays laic. Mais a cause d’Israél, je soutiens d’abord la Résistance car j'ai
perdu des amis...des cousins...un cousin. J’ai vu vraiment ce qui se passe au Sud {(...).
Mais ce qui me dérange le plus, c’est que si tu es chiite, tu n’es pas forcément pour le
Hezbollah...ca ne me dérange pas d’étre pour le Hezbollah mais ¢a me dérange ce
mode de pensée qui veut que si tu es chiite, alors tu es Hezbollah (...). ]'ai des amis
du Hezbollah, mais je leur dis que dans ces conditions de travail politique, je ne peux
pas adhérer. (...) La religion, tu ne la choisi pas, c’est pour ¢a que je n’aime pas que
ce soit politique. Tu pratiques a la maison, a la mosquée ou a I'église, mais ce n’est
pas a imposer aux autres gens. Au Liban par exemple, avec mon nom, on peut savoir
de quelle religion je suis...je déteste que mon nom reflete ma religion. Et si ton nom
était ambigu, la premiere question qu’on me poserait serait de savoir d’ou je viens
pour savoir ma religion (...). Je déteste ¢a (...). Je suis musulman, ¢a ne change
rien...c’est stir que ¢a influence un peu ta vie...ca n’aurait rien changé...peut-étre, si
j’avais été chrétien, ¢ca aurait changé ma vision politique...méme si je ne défends pas
la Résistance pour des raisons religieuses...je ne sais pas (...). Au Liban tout est
lié...si tu attaques les Chiites, tu attaques la Résistance...ce n’est pas sain...c’est une
maladie ici.”

In my Master thesis, I analyzed Mehdi’s case as a classical example of atignment With
the norm in front of the out-group (in Huvelin) and differentiation within the group. |
evaluated his engagement in the university as a reaction when facing the political
hostility manifested against the resistance. Though, from the last quotation, it is
possible to understand that what mattered most was rather the personal position
imposed on him by some students in the USJ setting. Because he was Shiite, he was
associated with Hezbollah and positioned accordingly by the others he encountered in
his everyday life on the campus. On the campus, Shiite students are generally referred
as “Hezbollah members”. Actual members are in fact a small minority. Some are
supporters of the party, others are Amal sympathizers, but in many cases, being Shiite
Is enough and an important number of them have a very distant approach on politics.
The relational dynamics between perceived groups are here crucial.

Consequently, my interpretation is that Mehdi’s proclaimed liberty and his
discomfort were more the result of an incompatibility with the moral order imposed on
him by his positioning in the university context as a Hezbollah member. His refusal of
the political and societal project of the party, which, in his views, transpires as
hegemonic and monolithic, impeded him to encompass the cultural, social, and
political meanings incorporated into the storyline assigned to him. Consequently,
Mehdi struggled to find his place in the university setting because the position allotted
to him did not meet his own perception of his self. His case demonstrates the power of
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assignations and the impossibility to escape sectarian and political affiliation in public
encounters. Although Mehdi strongly insisted on the richness of experiencing the live
with the other, it is clear that the contradictions of his personal positioning impeded
him to construct a coherent personal narrative and build a stable self. However, aithough
he was not able at a personal level to overcome the clash between his values —
especially those obviously inherited from his family — and the ones highlighted by the
Hezbollah identity narrative, his profile within the university setting of the USJ forced
him to take a political stand. His choice was in a way imposed on him. Engaging in
partisan action was his only possibility to take control of the definition of his self
without suffering a classification enforced from outside.

Mehdi’s case illustrates how a relational setting dominated by sectarian and
partisan references constructs identification. For Mehdi, to exist publicly as a Shiite in
Huvelin is to join the pro-Hezbollah student group. Affiliation is expressed in the
construction of a personal positioning that enables to claim an identity in front of
irreducible alterity. On the contrary, being a Shiite and/or a Hezbollah member in the
Dahiyyeh acquires a very different meaning that Mehdi cannot assume. His
identification with Hezbollah therefore only acquires signification in the territory of
Huvelin in which the presence of Shiites is perceived as a threat to the Christian
political domination of the space. This fear tends to associate every potential member
with the menace embodied by the Islamic armed movement. The repertoire opened in
this case is, for the students rejecting the Muslim presence, the one of protection
against intrusion; for Mehdi and his comrades, it is the one of affirmation in front of
negation. Interestingly, Mehdi’s reaction facing a system associating sectarian origin
and partisanship participates in the reproduction of this system. From this example, it
is understood how individual perceptions of fragmentation concur in constructing the
social structure that created them. To paraphrase Gérard Lenclud, we are facing here a
new version of the chicken and the egg causality dilemma (Lenclud 1993, § 57). While
individuals construct the society, societies construct the individual (Simmel 1999
[1908], p. 431).

In these developments, | tried to demonstrate how the social production of the
university space was achieved in specific settings and how it impacted the positioning
of the self. Identifying oneself or being identify with a partisan group, amounts to
adopting a specific position in relation to the coexistence in the university lived space.
This process illustrates the relational definition of categories (Simmel 1998 [1907]) as
well as the power of perception in the constitution of groups (Turner 1982, p. 16).
Furthermore, it exemplifies how the divided social structure is realized and actualized
in the systems of interaction produced by the students’ representations. The
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significations they utter and utilize contribute to the formation of the contexts in which
they interact. It is now time to see how the students’ use of partisan positions and their
afferent storylines to frame the situations and label their environment is sustained by
the omnipresence of the political forces in the university settings.

2. SECURING THE TERRITORY

In the university settings, questioning the social production of space supposes to study
how partisan groups like the FPM surround their territories of implantation to maintain
the preeminence of their definition of the reality. This framing of the university spaces
is both material and symbolic, relying on both the sense of belonging and the insertion
into social networks encompassed in the notion of groupness | am using to qualify the
process of identification. The aim is to generate the conditions in which identification
with partisan groups through the social production of the university spaces operates
intelligibly: how are partisan storylines made available in student interactions?

A) The local implantation of political forces

As much as temporal circumstances, formal organizations and organizational settings
provide interaction’s participants with the codes to interpret events and behaviors. The
establishment of “structures of meaning”, to use the words of Geertz (1973, p. 12)
implies the mobilization in the university settings of both material and cognitive
devices. They aim at framing student interactions and participate in the social
definition of space. Through their physical presence, political forces such as the FPM
intend to legitimize their definition of reality. This presence deploys a double
surrounding of the territory in question: organizational on the one hand, and
interpersonal on the other.

As illustrated by the description of the LU Faculty of Information and
Documentation opening this chapter, the materiality of partisan forces’ implantation is,
at first consideration, visual. The corridor of the LU main campus in Hadath provides a
striking example: the new comer cannot miss the gigantic poster celebrating the
students killed fighting with Hezbollah’s Islamic Resistance during the 2006 war.
However, this immediate presence is relative. If some iconographic displays are
permanent, others only appear during determined period, political festivals or
commemorations. The visual presence of parties is moreover reliant on the rules and
limits imposed by the administration of the different universities. Dependent of public
policies and hence under the direct domination by political movements, the LU
presents the most visible occurrences of partisan symbolism. On the contrary, the
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visibility of dominant groups such as the Free Patriotic Movement, the Lebanese
Forces or the Kata'eb in Huvelin is scarce. AUB provides an intermediate case. If
political parties are officially banned, students are allowed to form clubs® that serve as
screens to partisan presence, the FPM using the Freedom club to organize its activities.

On November 19, 2010, during the student election campaign, Outlook, AUB student publication,
opened its pages to several of the most prominent clubs. The next day, | found students discussing
about the various clubs’ logos, one asking the others if they would be able to recognize the
political parties standing behind them. The task proved quite easy.
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The social composition of the local population plays a role in the strength of the
partisan visible imprint on the ground. For instance, | noted that Hezbollah was more
likely to insist on its socio-religious roots in a university located in a Shiite area as
exemplified by the occupation of the student council rooms: in Hadath, since many
formerly dispersed faculties have been reunited on the campus, the population is not

8 In 2012, AUB counted 50 clubs, not all of them related to political movements. The most famous
partisan clubs are the Freedom club (FPM), the Discovery club (Kata'eb), the Lebanese Mission club
(Amal), the Youth club (Future Movement), the Social club (LF). Clubs are authorized to organized
political activities but theoretically remain independent from outside influence. Clubs bylaws are
accessible on line. See: http://www.aub.edu.lb/sao/activities/Documents/clubs_bylaws.pdf  [August
2012]
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entirely coming from Hezbollah strongholds anymore. Therefore, the student
representatives’ office is not politically appropriated. The office in itself only displays
a painting evoking symbolically Science — the new campus was implanted on the
territory of the faculty of Sciences of the branch 1. However, since the 2006 war, the
campus has been marked by iconography celebrating the Resistance and its student
martyrs. Further, while Hezbollah is not the only party with student representatives,
only its members are physically — and in permanence — present in the office. On the
contrary, as observed in February 2006 and in October 2007 in another Lebanese
University faculty situated in West Beirut (Unesco district) where the student
population is almost entirely Shiite, the small student representatives’ room was
clearly marked both politically with a poster of Sayyed Hasan Nasrallah and
religiously with a frame representing a Quranic inscriptions.

Beyond visual imprint, the parties have also established a dense penetration of the
faculties with representatives at every scale — class group, year, faculty, campus, and
university — wherever they have enough activists or supporters. To focus on the FPM,
the movement structured a pyramidal network in the three universities | studied. The
objective being for the party to enhance its presence and its efficiency on the ground.
For example, in AUB, the group’s structure was reorganized in 2010 in order to
improve its functioning and its implantation at every level. An official of the Student
Affairs explained the reform in these words:

“Cette année, nous avons changé la structure du groupe. De mon temps, il y avait un
coordinateur au sens large. Ce coordinateur était responsable de maniéere générale.
A ses cotés, il y avait le président du club officiel du Tayyar a I'AUB, le Freedom club.
Ce président était plutdt chargé des activités, événements, conférences, etc., des
choses plus logistiques, la politique étant prise en charge par le coordinateur. Il y
avait ensuite des étudiants de différentes faculté pour les aider. Mais c'était un peu
chaotique. Alors nous avons opté pour une nouvelle structure. Maintenant nous
avons un coordinateur général et un coordinateur pour chaque faculté. Le
coordinateur général définit la politique générale a l'université, il est par exemple
responsable des relations avec les autres partis a l'université, gérer les alliances s'il
y a alliance ou changement dans les alliances, etc. Alors que les coordinateurs au
sein des facultés sont responsables du bien-étre du Tayydr dans leur faculté (...).Le
président du Freedom club existe toujours et son réle n'a pas vraiment changé.”®

A comparable structure®® exists in Huvelin. The FPM disposes there of one general
coordinator for the campus, a supervisor in each faculty or institute and designated

8 Virgil, interview with the author: May 14, 2010 [in French].
% My aim being here to present the conditions in which the social production of space operates, |
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representatives in every level of study (from the first year to the Master). | noted a
similar implantation in the various faculties of the LU — branch 2 in which the Party
has a general coordinator and agents in most class groups. In the faculty of Sciences in
Fanar, the FPM designates one responsible in each specialty (Biology, Chemistry,
Math, etc.). All elements indicate that other political forces use an analogous
organization that enables the parties to guarantee the presence of the organizations in
every classroom even with a small number of activists. What matters seems the
territorial unity more than the institutional functioning as a general coordinator is
always to be found in campuses grouping several faculties. Conversely, there are no
global student representatives for the entire USJ or LU which are divided into distinct
locations, this role being filled by a member of the Party’s Committee of the Student
Affairs. The physical space of their academic unit is the realm of the student activists
on the ground.

The control of elected student committees represents another powerful means for
political groups to establish their presence and affirm their supremacy over their rivals.
Symbolically, running these committees participate in the construction of the image of
the party as a dominant actor. Materially, the control of student committees enables the
parties to set up more activities and get funding for their projects. The budget of the
various committees can equate to an important amount of money in USJ and AUB®.
Once again, the margins of maneuver of the partisan forces depend on the rules
imposed by the administration of the universities. In AUB, all activities have to be
approved by the Office of Student Affairs and the university council (USFC) in which
student representatives sit alongside the President of the university, the Dean of
Student Affairs and faculty members®. In USJ, the administration similarly imposes
strict limitations to student activities. Student activities must be officially submitted to
the approval of the dean or president of the concerned faculty and the use of the funds
allocated to student committees are similarly supervised®. Furthermore, on December

concentrate on the sole implantation of the partisan groups on the ground. The internal functioning of
the FPM student groups is detailed in the second part of this work focusing on socialization. See
Chapter Three

8 In USJ, the annual budget of a student committee is comprised between two millions and twenty
millions of Lebanese Pounds (between 1,300$ and 13,000$) depending on the size of the faculty. In
AUB, the amount available in each faculty is also variable, but often exceeds 10,000$ per year.

% The USFC — University Student Faculty Committee is composed of the President of the university,
the Dean of Student Affairs, the associate Dean, the chairperson of the Senate Committee, seventeen
elected student members (including the Vice-President of the University elected among student
members during the first meeting of the year), and seven faculty members. See:
http://www.aub.edu.lb/sao/activities/org/usfc/Pages/index.aspx [August 2012]

%1 See the bylaws of the student committees, article 41 and articles 31 to 40 (under Title VII).
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3, 2008, following a fight, the President of the university issued a decision suspending
all activities related to politics in order to prevent further troubles®. In theory, the
situation is comparable in the Lebanese University in which political activities have
officially been banned. However, the influence exerted by the partisan forces on the
administrative personnel of the LU generates exceptions. For example, in February
2007, the President of the LU, Zuhair Chukr, participated in the celebration of
Hezbollah’s Martyr Day organized in the main campus of Hadath. The deputy
Secretary general of the party, Naim Qassem, as well as the Head of its student
section, Youssef Merhi, were attending. Chukr declared that although political
activities are officially forbidden in the university, this commemoration was a national
event™. It is therefore also in a power struggle opposing them to — or on the contrary in
connivance with — the administration of the universities that political forces build their
legitimacy on the campuses.

Besides, the influence of political forces in the national university generates direct
competition to control the administration positions in the various faculties of the LU.
The situation was perfectly illustrated by a major conflict opposing the FPM and the
LF about the Faculty of Information and Documentation that occurred only a few
weeks before my encounter with Aida. At the early stage of my fieldwork in the LU,
the local press echoed a conflict between students of the FID in Fanar. The nomination
of Dr. Antoine Khoury Harb, a FPM official, as the new administrator of the FID
generated a wave of protests orchestrated by LF students and the student committee of
the faculty®. A few days later, | met with Aida. During our interview, | asked her
about the crisis:

“It's always the same things about mistakes and corruption (...). The President of
the university — not only of our faculty but the university as a whole - appointed a
new administrator. But all the troubles are because he belongs to the FPM. Even if
he didn't say anything political, he was just here to do his job, but they started
saying: 'No, he should not be here, he is a criminal: he was using guns in
Achrafiyeh!" Well, if you guys talk about using guns in Achrafiyeh, look at
yourselves, look at your leader, the criminal...Now I'm talking political, but let's put
politics aside. They demanded that the faculty closes its doors and when that person

http://www.usj.edu.lb/etudiants/amicales/111012stat.pdf [August 2012]
%2 See The Daily Star: December 4, 2008.
% See L’Orient le Jour: March 19, 2007.

% See L’Orient le Jour: December 7, 2010. See also:
https://now.mmedia.me/lb/en/reportsfeatures/strike_not_storm_keeps_classrooms_quiet ~ [December
2012]
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goes away, it will reopen for studies. But the faculty is open and all the students can
come.”9

The conflict illustrates both the way political forces consider the LU and how
identity narratives inspired by political parties are injected in the context of the faculty
as Aida refers to the past domination in Achrafiyeh of the LF militia and its leader,
Samir Geagea, in order to discredit the claims of its supporters. In spite of her attempt
at qualifying the conflict in academic terms, its political dimension and meaning
strongly dominate. The rhetoric she uses, for example when implying that the change
is related to corruption matters, generates a realm of signification largely shaped by the
perception of the figure of the LF enemy, associated with militia rule and sleaze. At
the opposite, the LF version of the story, diffused in a press release emanating from
the student committee in the FID, constructs a radically different reality. It states that
the appointment resulted from a forced resignation of the former administrator, Laure
Abi Tayeh. Denouncing “pressures” exerted against her and her family, it charges the
honesty and morality of the newly designated director. The change in the
administration is described as imposed from outside: the President of the university,
i.e. @ Muslim, and FPM supporters that allegedly threatened Mrs Abi Tayeh. On the
contrary, the LF-dominated student committee underlines its legitimacy as
representative of the students and thus its right to call on for a strike® that lasted for
several days, without success. The two versions of the story obviously build two fields
of concurrent realities that sustain the division between the groups. In light of this
matter, the description made by Aida of her arrival in the FID takes another dimension.
Her denunciation of the LF grip on the faculty and her critics against the former
director and the administration are also to be understood in the context of this present
crisis. Her story then becomes an argument in the competition opposing the two parties
for the control of the FID. It exemplifies the dominant representations of the LU
faculties among student affiliated with political forces: they are spaces to defend or
conquer.

In addition to their formal presence in the university settings, the political forces
use their social networks to surround the university territories. Nassim, the president of
the Freedom club in AUB, got me acquainted with a method used by the FPM to target
new comers in the universities. A former student of Jamhour, one of the most famous
schools in the country, he has been appointed in the FPM school committee. His

% Aida, interview with the author: December 9, 2010 [in English].

% The press release is cited in L Orient le Jour: December 7, 2010.
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mission was to mobilize school students but also to inquire in advance of the political
beliefs of the new comers in the different universities in which the FPM is active:

“ Moi, puisque j'étais a Jamhour, je connais beaucoup de gens. Il y a huit grandes
écoles privées dans la région de Baabda. Je regarde une école, je la connais. Je veux
entrer dans cette école. Quelle est la meilleure facon de rentrer en contact avec
quelqu'un de cette école? C'est de parler avec quelqu'un qui est ancien de cette
école! (...) Je vais voir les gens qui sont anciens de ces écoles ici a l'université. Moi, je
suis a l'université, je connais des gens qui étaient dans ces écoles. Ce n'est pas que
tous les gens sont intéressés, mais ils peuvent m'aider, me mettre en contact avec
d'autres gens. Si quelqu'un est intéressé, pourquoi pas se rencontrer et parler. Ce
n'est pas quelque chose d'officiel. On ne va pas dans un bureau dans un centre du
CPL dans la région. Non. C'est comme ¢a qu'ils faisaient avant que je ne travaille
avec eux. Avec moi, non. 'Ou tu veux sortir? McDonald's?" Alors on va la, on se
rencontre et on parle. Quand tu es ami avec eux, ¢a marche. Et quand tu connais des
gens un peu partout, deux, trois, quatre puis quinze personnes, tu sais que ces gens-
la peuvent te ramener cent personnes pour tes activités. C'est ¢a. Ensuite, en
terminale, tu peux déja faire des pointages: untel, qui est avec tel parti, va a I'AUB;
un autre, qui est avec tel autre parti, il va a I'USJ; un troisieme, il est 'neutre plus' ou
'neutre moins’; un autre sympathisant, etc. Je peux te dire que pour les écoles
Baabda, (...) On avait par exemple mille noms, chaque nom, on pouvait savoir [leur
tendence politique].””

According to Nassim, using social networks, the FPM is able to locate students in
terms of their political stands. As his description shows, the system of assignation of a
partisan label on new comers is extremely developed — it includes the evaluation of
“neutral” people as “plus” or “minus”. Student identity is, in this frame, defined in
terms of partisan affiliation. The surrounding of the student population is reminiscent
of the temptation of political forces to target the youth so as to build a new identity.
Such attempts reached a climax at the time of the construction of the communal
strongholds in the 1980s (Picard 1994, p. 158). Besides, this system is new in the
FPM. Its implementation was made possible by the legalization of the Party and the
increase in the number of its followers it entailed. It is also possible to suggest that the
intense political competition between parties generated by the post-2005 ongoing crisis
has made such practices necessary, all the more since the FPM's main rival, the LF, is
strongly implanted in many schools.

The FPM implantation on the ground is such that the Party is able to know
potential new members or adversaries before their arrival in any campus. Many of my

% Nassim, interview with the author: May 18, 2010 [in French].
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interviewees thus acknowledged having been contacted by the FPM Student Affairs
Committee during the summer preceding their entrance in a university. Such an
omnipresent cross-checking of the student population is all the more efficient to enlist
members and diffuse a definition of reality based on political groups since the arrival
in a university represents an important step in the life course of the young men and
women. Many of them, especially those coming from smaller schools, experience their
entrance in a faculty or a campus as the entry in a new world. Lost in a new
environment, often very different from their former school as illustrated in the
previous description made by Tino, the presence of the partisan group provides them
with a familiar structure. Mediated by social networks, the inscription of the Party in
the university setting appears strongly strengthened. Entering university space is
therefore being positioned in these partisan networks and thus contributing to the
reproduction of the divisions organizing the social systems experienced by the
students.

All these elements imprint the space and contribute to legitimize the partisan
presence in the university. The omnipresence of the political organizations implies the
definition of space as partisan territory. Hence the positioning of individuals along
partisan lines is highlighted. Not only does such a surrounding of the space enable to
recruit new members, but the reference to partisan identities is also made almost
constantly available in student interactions to define their personal positioning.
Nassim’s explanations moreover reveal how parties like the FPM use youth sociability
to influence and enroll new members.

B) The partisan insertion within student sociability

The strength of the grip established by political forces in the universities is only made
intelligible if the relationship they maintain with their environment is taken into
account. It is through the symbiosis with the student milieu that they are able to
legitimize their presence in universities. In other words, the parties have adapted to the
specificities of the spaces they penetrated. They have incorporated students’ sociability
as much as they have oriented it. Relying on its presence in many student councils and
the strength of its social networks in the universities, the FPM, like other parties,
imposes itself as one of the chief actors of the student life. FPM activists present on
the ground do not only relay political propaganda produced by their movement. In
fact, the majority of the events they organize are framed as social activities.

The perfect example can be found in the case of Huvelin. Since December 2008
and the ban on political activities, the public lectures given by partisan figures invited
by the students' Amicale disappeared. However, the FPM as well as the LF still set up
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student life events: cheese and wine evening, election of a Miss USJ, road-trip in
Lebanon, cruise, tombola, sport tournaments, and of course number of night parties in
the numerous bars or discotheques of the capital — especially in the districts of Monot
and Gemmayzeh, renowned for their nightlife and adjacent to the Huvelin campus. A
simple look at the electoral platforms proposed during student elections® by the two
main political actors of the university demonstrates the central role played by these
events in the implantation and the legitimation of the parties. Despite their nonpolitical
facade, these events are closely couched in partisan terms, first of all because the
students know which group organizes what, and because activists from each party
mobilize their own social networks in the campus, which are often overlapping but
remain different.

Assaf, a second year student in AUB explained the importance of similar activities
to reinforce the FPM group in the university:

“Well, here in AUB, many people come from different areas in Lebanon, from all the
regions. People come from everywhere to AUB. Imagine a student who supports the
FPM. Suppose that he comes from the North, like the Akkar, at the border. When he
comes here, he will be at first very afraid of saying that he is a supporter of the FPM
because he doesn't know anyone. He is new to the area, he doesn't know the area
and he doesn't know anyone. When you see other people with spirit supporting the
FPM you will feel more comfortable. That’s what we are trying to do here in AUB:
we are trying to show the students that we are strong, that you can enjoy your time
with us. When we hang out together, when you know we organize talks, we have
fun, laughs, loud talks, etc.,, people will come and see us, and they will like our
“gang”. This is a main point here at AUB for the FPM. Now it's going well, for
instance we have three events going at the same time: a had the TV show “LOL”
event, a show on Orange TV - a rafting event [on Nahr al-‘Ast (Orontes)] and today
we have a football event because it's the final of the Champions League. When
people come and see the FPM, they are all surprised of our achievements. We are
very proud of that. (...) We also invited the army to AUB to make a demonstration:
climbing ropes, etc. And we brought many others..we brought Ghassan Rahbani, a
very famous singer in Lebanon, to talk about the relations between politics and
music. We also brought Michel Elefteriades®® who is also well-known (...) who talked
about the FPM and the art in Lebanon, stuffs like that. We organized also many

% Some examples of electoral platforms are available in the appendix.

% Michel Elefteriades is an artist, and a music and TV producer. He had engaged with Aoun's
movement in 1989. After October 13, he founded and headed one of the first movement opposing the
Syrian military presence, known as MUR (a French acronyme for Mouvements Unis de Résistance).
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events to talk about the Syrian presence in Lebanon and we are also trying to
support as much as we can the [Lebanese] prisoners in Syria.”100

In AUB, the existence of the FPM Freedom club as well as the relative liberty
compared to USJ enable the FPM to set up many more activities than in Huvelin. Most
of these events can be labeled as social events. Nonetheless they actively contribute to
the diffusion of the Party’s collective identity: celebrating the Lebanese Army echoes
in the universe of signification of the FPM — a party which condemns the actions of the
militias and, parting, the LF rival; organizing a conference by a personality known for
his/her FPM affiliation or inviting students to a TV show broadcast by the Party’s
official TV channel also reverberate a clear partisan positioning. Other activities, like
the annual “welcome party”, the car race called “rally-paper” organized every year by
the faculty of Engineering habitually controlled by FPM supporters, or the Champions
League final, are clearly designed for a wider audience. They aim more at maintaining
social networks and advertising the capabilities of the FMP elected student
representatives. They are also occasions to present the Party’s view and to try to
convince students to join the movement. “In a two hours bus trip to go rafting, you
will have time to discuss a lot of things with the students!” Nassim concedes'®. These
activities are organized by the Student Representative Committees of the various
faculties, or directly by the Freedom club. In both cases, application for funding can be
submitted to the USFC, explaining the material importance of student elections.
Failure to secure a majority in the student councils necessitates multiplying sociability
events or the search of sponsoring to fund activities. For example, the budget of the
rally-paper organized by the faculty of Engineering amounted 35,000$ in 2009*%2. The
next year however, the USFC refused to finance the activity, urging the Freedom Club
and FPM members to find sponsors'®. Personal but also partisan connections played a
central part in securing the needed amount of money.

The way Outlook echoed the FPM “Fall Back party” in its issue of October 19,
2010, is eloquent regarding the attention given by political groups to their insertion
within student sociability. In the columns of the AUB student publication, Michel, the
president of the Freedom club, asserts that the club sold out all the tickets and that
“tickets were being sold in the black market for 50$ and a Saudi guy wanted to pay ten

1% Assaf, interview with the author: May 22, 2010 [in English]. Assaf's portrait is detailed in Chapter
Four.

1% Nassim, interview with the author: May 18, 2010 [in French].
192 Karam, interview with the author: May 15, 2010 [in English].
1% Robert, interview with the author: May 17, 2010 [in French].
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times the price of a ticket to let him and his three bodyguards in”. He proudly
announces that 713 paying entries have been registered that night in the Chocolate
night club of Sin el-Fil chosen for the event. The journal goes on quoting the president
of the Freedom club to affirm that there definitely would be another party of the kind —
the article concluding that “certainly the next party will be an even bigger success™'%.
Clearly the rhetoric chosen borrows more to the standards of a successful
entertainment than to political stand — even if the anecdote mocking the “Saudi guy”
might cause speculations about a possible reference to Saad Hariri or his supporters.

Essentially, the FPM activists try to mark the territory and imprint their presence as
much as possible as Assaf’s account underlines. The diffusion of the Party’s identity
narrative depends upon its physical presence on the territory. Thanks to this
implantation, the group appears as a potential source of identification for new comers.
Social events emblematic of student sociability powerfully support such capacity.
Therefore parties do not simply impose themselves but rather use an already existing
form of sociability, which carries their insertion within the university spaces. By
orienting such activities toward partisan references, the activists capture the frame of
interpretation available in the university contexts and actively diffuse party-based
narratives.

Commemorations play a central role in that matter. A memorial for October 13 is
set up every year in AUB. The Freedom club also organized an exhibition in the
memory of the Lebanese Army soldiers killed in the battle of Nahr el-Bared in 2007.
Due to the greater margin of maneuver offered to the students in the Lebanese
University, the faculties of the branch 2 present interesting examples of such
celebrations, for instance in the faculty of Information and Documentation:

“Chaque année, nous faisons ce qu'on appelle le "Orange Day", pour féter le jour ou
le Général Aoun est revenu de France, le 7 mai 2005. Parfois, si le 7 mai est un
dimanche, nous le faisons le lundi a l'université, mais en tous cas, on fait une activité
politique : on met de la musique du Tayydr, on porte des vétements orange, on
apporte des ballons orange et tout orange, méme ce que l'on distribue a manger est
orange (...). On prépare de vrais jus d'orange devant l'université...pas a l'intérieur
car il y aura trop de tension. On fait aussi des manaqish [Lebanese salted pastries]
et du keshek orange [Lebanese meal made of bulgur and milk](...) parce que le
Tayyar est connu pour étre le parti orange. (...) Nous essayions toujours de ne pas
faire de probleme car s'il y a un probléeme apres une de nos activités, ce ne sera pas
bon pour notre image et l'activité sera perdue.”105

104 5ee Outlook: October 19, 2010.

1% Kamal, interview with the author: December 6, 2010 [in French].
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The symbolic dimension of the commemoration is underlined as well as the related
tension prevailing between the FPM and its challengers. As Aida did in her
presentation of the FID, Kamal stages the FPM in the position of victim of possible LF
violent behaviors. The evocation of the events is therefore also an occasion to reiterate
the narrative about militia attached to the LF. The liberty allowed to the political
forces in the LU authorizes the holding of conferences more directly connected with
partisan affiliation, such as a conference of the Lebanese Army and its fights “in Nahr
el-Bared against the terrorists, and the war of 1989-1990 against Syria and the LF*®
or a lecture given by a FPM official, Alain Aoun, organized in the faculty of
Management in December 2010. Such events are not without boosting the rivalry
between parties for the appropriation of the space. The evocation of the incidents
which occurred that evening is then another occasion to spread the storyline of the
FPM assimilating LF supporters with hooliganism and to depict the LF rule as
imposed on misinformed students:

“We organized a conference with Alain Aoun and they called the police [darak] to
prevent him from entering the university. They don't want our political view to be
expressed in the university, because all the people in the faculty would learn about
our political views and they would not be able to control the university any more. So
they tried to stop the meeting.”107

In Nader’s words, it seems inconceivable that students could genuinely endorse the
LF domination, which implies the control of information — a reference to the
hegemonic project of the militias during the wars (Corm 1991). The various armed
groups had indeed tried to enhance their supremacy through the control of cultural
institutions and the creation of monopolistic media in the areas they controlled (Picard
1994, p. 157-158). Interestingly, the situation perpetuated after the war and the FPM in
turn founded its own communication networks composed of a Television channel
(OTV) and a radio station (Sawt al-Mada). In the university context, the activities
organized by the Tayyar thus play a role comparable to the role of the media in the
society: they intend to reestablish the “truth” as defined by the FPM identity narrative.

The freedom of action in the LU also enables the group of activists to label their
events with distinct partisan references. For example, during my visit in the faculty of
Management in Karm el-Zeitoun, | noticed a poster at the entrance door. The placard
was advertising a bus trip to North Lebanon. It not only displayed the typical orange
color, but also mentioned the FPM and named the persons in charge to contact all FPM

1% Nader, interview with the author: December 4, 2010 [in English].
107 H
Ibid.
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activists in the faculty. Such a situation exacerbates a competition between groups in
the organization of student events, as Nader also indicated to me:

“[This year], I tricked the LF by putting on the walls a poster saying: “FPM welcome
party event, coming soon”. [ knew they wanted to do a welcome party too, so I put
my posters before they did it. I knew that the date we chose to put the posters, the
5th of November [2010], was good: on the same day, there were elections in Notre-
Dame University and in USJ. So all the LF people in the country were working on
elections, and they couldn’t see what I was doing. When they saw the posters they
put their own posters but after two or three days, I put new posters with all the
details about our party: the place, the price, etc. So I was able to offer better
conditions and all the people in the university went to our welcome party, the FPM
one.”108

In this short anecdote, Nader stages himself as a smart character fooling his enemy,
once again embodied in the Lebanese Forces. Beyond asserting the superiority of FPM
members over their rivals, his account also presents the Aounist movement as much
more popular among students than the LF, accused earlier in our interview to “dictator
[sic.] the university”, a meaningful neologism.

Another specificity of the LU is the necessity for a party wishing to become a
major actor in the scene of the university to take in charge some of the basic needs of
the students. Alain, my main contact within the FPM Student Affairs Committee —
himself a former USJ student — clarified that “there is a difference in the political
approach [between private universities and the LU], a difference in the way of
working, because in fact, in the LU for instance, they [the activists] give photocopies
of courses to the students...they give the students the minimum a university should
have, but that do not exist there. Meanwhile in USJ, we organize conferences on
public debt. But in the LU, they don’t care because they lack all the basic things.”log

The deprivation of the public university, here exposed with a hint of disdain,
generates the setting up of an entire economy of services linking the political groups
and the students. Elie, coordinator of the FPM in the faculty of Engineering in
Roumieh detailed how it was organized in the context of his institution:

1% Ibid.

199 Alain, interview with the author: November 7, 2007. The original statement was in French: “il y a
une différence dans [’approche politique, une différence dans la facon de travailler entre les
universités, parce qu’en fait, a I’'UL par exemple, ils donnent aux éléves les cours en photocopie...ils
donnent aux éleves le minimum que les universités doivent avoir, ils ne [’ont pas. Tandis qu’a I’'USJ on
fait des conférences sur la dette publique. Mais a I’'UL, on s’en fout, il y a méme pas les choses
basiques...”
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“[On fait] des photocopies de livres ou de documents... [Courte interruption] Il y a
certaines choses que l'on donne gratuitement, et d'autres choses que l'on vend. On
possede des représentants dans chaque année, ces représentants organisent a la fin
de chaque année les livres, les polycopiés et les cours que I'on veut photocopier pour
l'année suivante. Deux ou trois semaines avant que l'‘année ne recommence, on
commence les photocopies.

- Avez-vous un partenaire pour ¢a?

Oui, on a centre de photocopie avec lequel travaille notre université...et on a notre
centre pour les cours pendant l'année...parce que c'est proche de l'université, c'est
plus facile. Ca permet aux étudiants de pouvoir photocopier les cours et tout quand
ils ont besoin.

- Comment ¢a se passe? Est-ce qu'il a quand-méme un bureau des étudiants malgré
qu'il n'y ait pas eu d'élections depuis trois ans?

Il n'y a pas de bureau...dans notre université, on a fait un contrat entre nous, les FL
et la direction de l'université. Chaque parti a pris en charge un travail spécifique
qu'il peut faire en tant que bureau des étudiants. Nous avons pris les activités et les
FL ont pris la photocopie des livres. En dehors de l'université, chaque parti peut
jouer le réle qu'il veut en tant que parti, en tant que CPL ou FL, en tant que
politique, mais pas en tant que comité des étudiants.

- Donc vous faites aussi les photocopies de votre coté?

De notre c6té on fait les activités en tant que bureau des étudiants et on fait les
photocopies en tant que CPL (...)"110

Usually, the student committee of each faculty is in charge of such activities.
However, in November 2008, the direction of the LU suspended indefinitely internal
elections as well as all following a severe incident between LF students and FPM
supporters in the faculty of Sciences in Fanar™'. In November 2008, a student
affiliated with the FPM was wounded, stabbed by a fellow supporting the rival
organization of the Lebanese Forces. Significantly, the words used to describe the
subsequent argument between the two factions were often inspired by the rhetoric of
tribal violence. Since then, in most of the cases, the last elected councils prorogate
their own mandates, allowing the maintenance of undisputed political domination for
the group victorious in the 2007 elections. This also explains the feeling of injustice

"9 Elig, interview with the author: December 8, 2010 [in French].

1 For example, Michel Aoun, leader of the FPM, declared that reconciliation would only be possible
after the punishment of the aggressor. See: http://mplbelgique.wordpress.com/2008/11/11/aoun-
S%E2%80%99en-prend-au-premier-ministre-et-au-dirigeant-des-fsi-au-mont-liban/ [April 2012]
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expressed by Aida in her description of the LF rule in the FID. In Roumieh though, the
two rivals agreed to share the tasks between themselves, with the accord of the
administration of the faculty. The university officials thus recognized the status of
political parties in the management of the institution. The willingness of the two
parties to sustain their influence on the ground seemed more important than the
conflict dividing them. However, the competition didn’t fade away. The photocopies
made by the FPM in its own name serve as a means of financing the Party’s activities
in the faculty, but also ensure that the LF does not benefit from the monopoly of
student services.

The aforementioned services look sometimes much more elaborated than
photocopies. In the faculty of Sciences, where the FPM still controls the student
committee following a massive victory in the 2007 internal elections, the students are
offered private courses to enhance their academic results as explained by Sami, the
President of the committee:

“[Les étudiants] n'aiment pas qu'on leur parle de politique. Alors on cherche a
organiser des sessions de cours particuliers: on fait venir un prof qui enseigne a
l'université dans une salle dont on dispose hors de l'université avec un tableau et
tout ce qu'il faut pour donner des cours particuliers chaque fois que l'on voit qu'il y
a un manque [dans la formation proposée a la fac]. Nous faisons ¢a et les activités
[sociales]. La semaine derniere, mercredi, nous avons fait un 'Magic Show', avec des
magiciens et un concours d'improvisation. Ca a bien réussi. C'est comme c¢a.
L'important, le probléeme plutét, c'est l'argent..nous n'avons personne qui nous
donne de l'argent, nous n'avons que les photocopies que l'on vend a des prix
normaux. Donc quand on veut faire une activité, on va voir le chef du département
et on voit combien on a d'argent (...). Chaque année, lorsqu'il y a l'inscription des
étudiants, c'est nous qui nous nous occupons d'eux. Parce qu'ils viennent avec leurs
parents, ils ne connaissent rien de l'université. Alors nous demandons 5000LL [2,5
Euros], ce n'est pas obligatoire, pour avoir les sessions [les examens passés| pour
toute l'année. Sinon, parfois, nous donnons les sessions gratuitement. Nous obtenons
les sessions des professeurs. Certains ne veulent pas les donner, parce qu'ils reposent
les mémes questions chaque année, mais la plupart nous les donne, avec les
corrigés. Il y a d'autres partis qui cherchent les sessions en cachette, qui les
photocopient et les distribuent, mais ce n'est pas notre probleme.”112

The out-of-campus courses are offered for free to the students, the cost being taken
in charge by the student committee and the FPM. The teachers volunteering are not
necessarily supporters of the Movement, but, according to Sami, rather recruited

112 Sami, interview with the author: March 28, 2011 [in French].
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through interpersonal networks. His account further illustrates the economy of services
built inside the university in order to enable the organization of activities. The lack of
money of the LU explains such need for services. Nonetheless, such networks of
assistance fully participate in the production of the space as partisan territory. It also
constitutes the basis of a low scale economic system in a way comparable to clientele
networks between students and the dominant political forces, in which the students
remain dependent on the parties. Such clientelist practices moreover sustain the
imbrication between political parties and the LU administration as reliance on the
administrative resources of the university proves helpful in the activists’ task. Still, the
clientele links are central, not so much materially but above all symbolically, in the
construction of the affiliation and identification (Lenclud 1993).

Considering this imbrication between partisan networks and everyday life in
university, it is possible to understand that it is the students who, through their
activities, construct the settings in which their interactions unfold. The omnipresence
of political forces leads to the actualization of the spatially and temporally situated
social systems sustaining the divided structure the Lebanese society. Such a situation
is exemplified by the state of the student mobilizations in the country.

C) In search of alternatives

Being engaged in the FPM means to endorse the definition of the social systems one
experiences as fragmented and to inject in encounters a narrative identity that
actualizes intergroup dividing lines. It also provides the students with a status allowing
them to present an image of their self. On the contrary, in spite of the strength of
student sociability and the persistent problems faced by the youth — in terms of
condition of studies (especially in the LU), financial cost of education'*®, and in job
perspective™* —, alternative figures of identification based on generational or sectorial
dimensions struggle to emerge. As it is the case elsewhere in the world, the Lebanese
youth evolve in their own cognitive spaces, populated by popular cultural icons, music
or movie stars, and manifested in sociability practices. However, these shared

3 Many students get into debt in order to pay for their education due to the high prices of tuition fees
in reliable universities. The situation urged the Central Bank to encourage commercial banks to
facilitate loan for students. In spite of these measures, students often struggle to pay off their debts.
See The Daily Star: February 21, 2011.

4 Several reports have noted the existence of a “brain drain” in Lebanon, due to the lack of
professional perspectives in the country. In October 2009, data published in conjunction with the
United Nation Development Program’s Human Development Report showed than around 20,000
Lebanese emigrate each year, most of whom are well-educated. Cited in The Daily Star: October 7,
2010. See: http://cadmus.eui.eu/handle/1814/13677 [August 2012]. See also Chapter Four.
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references fail to overrun the fragmentation generated by partisan positioning and
sectarian affiliations. While the questions of civil marriage, the lowering of the voting
age may provide common ground, the permanence of the perception of the other as a
threat, as demonstrated in the narratives on the LF or the experience of Mehdi in
Huvelin, impedes any durable form of gathering around collective causes. In that
sense, the politics of the university spaces extends the “culture of discord” described
by George Corm (Corm 1992). “There is a lot of solidarity between us, and between
them, but between us and them there is not”*** a third year student in the faculty of
Sciences told me to describe the relations between the LF and the FPM activists in the
university.

In many respects, the events of 2005 and the ensuing polarization of the political
scene nave been determinant. Already, during the 1990s, the political participation of the
youth appeared to be marginal, especially compared to the prewar situation (Favier
2000b, p. 97) when the 1960s and 1970s witnessed a climax in rising student
mobilizations, until the evolution of the social and political conflicts toward open war
stopped the process. Described as a “golden age” for student mobilizations, the eve of
the 1975 war saw intense movements organized by various political groups within and
outside universities. The movement of the Awaking (al-Wa’i), the Lebanese
Communist Party and other leftist groups, as well as the Kata'eb youth section, played
the central part in these mobilizations. Such effervescence led to the constitution of the
National Union of the Lebanese University Students (UNEUL — Union Nationale des
Etudiants de 1’Université Libanaise) in 1971, an institution that symbolized student
mobilizations for several years before collapsing following the outbreak of the war.
UNEUL was officially disbanded in the early 1980s (Favier 2004, p. 167). In the
postwar decade, the two high-points of student mobilizations occurred in December
1997 and spring 2000**" but they remained short-lived episodes. The 2005 turn
accentuated the movement’s marginalization. In generational terms, present-day
students share an experience built in the political strife opened by the rival
demonstrations of March 8 and March 14, and reinforced through the many successive

15 Joe, interview with the author: March 29, 2011 [in English].

118 1n December 1997, the mobilization started following the arrest of around sixty persons, including
students, who participated in a demonstration against the cancellation of an interview of Michel Aoun,
the FPM leader, scheduled on the MTV television channel. Students from several universities and
different political affiliations gathered in solidarity with their imprisoned comrades. The mobilization
then focused on student issues such as the situation of the LU, and civil rights (Favier 2000a).

" In April 2000, another series of demonstrations took place, once again after the arrest of FPM
students protesting against Syrian rule. The movement of solidarity then evolved toward more general
political and sectorial demands from the students (Favier 2000b).
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crises — December 2005 with the resignation of Hezbollah and Amal ministers from
the coalition government lead by Fuad Siniora; the July 2006 war; the popular
demonstrations led by Amal, Hezbollah and the FPM against the March 14
government from December 2006 to February 2007; the May 7 street fighting between
March 8 on the one hand and the Future Movement and the PSP on the other; the fall
of Saad Hariri’s cabinet in January 2011, etc. Such a polarized political scene stands
an obstacle to alternative mobilizations (Karam 2006, p. 297; 2009).

The 2010 AUB strike provides a sound example. The movement erupted on
Wednesday May 19, after the administration of the university decided to increase
tuition fees. Protests rapidly spread. Classes were suspended and the students occupied
the upper-campus area, in front of the administrative offices. The mobilization was
“spontaneous”, in the sense that no specific groups or movements organized it. Seeing
the success of the action, political parties though rapidly activated their networks to
increase the number of protesters. They head of the respective parties also coordinate
in order to define the best strategies in front of the administration. Officially, the
USFC student members, in majority of the March 14 alliance and headed by the USFC
Vice-president, Elias Ghanem, a LF member, were in charge of the negotiations.
Within two days, an agreement was reach between the board of the university and the
student representatives, who hastily called for the end of the strike. However, the
students learned that the agreement in question simply postponed the rise for one year.
The USFC rapidly published a communiqué “proudly ammounc[ing] the triumph of
»18  Drawing on a historical parallel with other AUB
mobilizations in 1974 and 1993 when student movements were unable to impose their
views against the administration, the statement proclaim that this time political
tensions and selfishness have been overcome. Yet, other participants in the
mobilization were demanding the complete suppression of the project. Despite the
claim of the USFC, it seems that political competition was indeed instrumental in this
outcome as the March 14 forces within the student council tried to clinch a deal as fast
as possible. Besides, the strikes of 1974 and 1993 were of another magnitude. In
March 1974 especially, the Lebanese government ordered the intervention of security
forces to end the occupation university buildings by students on strike (Barakat 1977,
p. 157). The movement started in protest against a 10% increase in the tuition fees. On
March 14, a general assembly gathering 1,500 students called for a strike that would
last for forty-one days and ended in armed clashes with the police (ibid., p. 181). The
administration afterward suspended the Student Council as well as 103 students.

the AUB student movement

8 The complete text is available in the appendix.
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The day following the end of the movement, | met Assaf, who actively participated
in the strike. He also evoked the heritage of past activism in AUB:

“During the last ten years, or even more, twenty years, we have been losing that
spirit that was present before, mainly related (...) to the presence of the Palestinian
club as well as the Palestinian groups such as the PFLP and the Fatah, which was
present too in AUB. You had other clubs like No Frontiers or the SSNP, and the
Communist party. Those groups were the spirit of student activism in AUB. We lost a
lot of this spirit. Now no one cares...no one cares if they increase the fees. No one
cares if they close the cafeteria, No one cares if there is no class available...no one
cares! (...) The three days strike reminds us about the good old days...but not a lot
because it used to have bigger movement here. Once the campus was closed for two
days and the second day the police came and fight with students, and there were
guns inside the university. And all the students cared (...). So, as a FPM students,
because the FPM is very well known for its activism especially in the late 1980s and
the beginning of the 1990s, as well as a few years ago in the 2000s, we are trying
now as much as we can to get this spirit back.”119

The parallel Assaf draws between AUB student movement and FPM activism
appears surprising. As he stated, mobilization in AUB came mainly from leftist groups
while the demonstration organized by the FPM students almost exclusively targeted
the Syrian presence in Lebanon. However, in the context of decrease of student
activism, the situation of the FPM students is somehow telling. The Movement had
been structured by youth mobilizations for years, taking advantage of the wave of anti-
Syrian demonstrations organized from within the universities. However, with the
departure of the Syrian troops, the return of Michel Aoun from exile, and the
legalization of the FPM, the Party invested the conventional political scene. Caught in
the rapid growth of political tensions, the students do not seem concerned by
generational issues such as the lowering of the voting age or the legalization of the
civil marriage, or by academic matters (for example the call for a reduction of tuition
fees in their respective universities), but rather focused on the defense of their parties
in a reflex of solidarity. While demonstrations against the Syrian presence represented
a political experience relatively specific to the youth because of the closure of other
spaces of expression, their ending marked the reintegration of the students into the
conventional political field.

Have the Lebanese students lost their role'?*? The statement appears superficial as,
in fact, the problem seems to be more profound. The comprehensive analysis Agnes

19 Assaf, interview with the author: May 22, 2010 [in English].
20 Two articles published in al-Safir newspaper in May 14, 1992 and March 9, 2000, were entitled:
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Favier conducted on student mobilizations in the 1960s and 1970s has already pointed
out that political organizations were pivotal in the emergence of the demands voiced
by the students (Favier 2004, p. 187). The same tendency surfaced in the December
1997 movement, which was similarly structured by the youth sections of conventional
political forces (Favier 2000a, p. 672). Union between students subsisted as long as the
parties supported the demonstration but rapidly shaded away when political interests
diverged. Comparably, the campaign for the lowering of the voting age, one of the
major reforms that could impact the young generation, has for a long time been victim
of the fear of the Christian political forces to be marginalized (Karam 2006, p. 185-
188) as the measure supposedly favors the demographical representation of
Muslims'?!. So, despite momentary mobilizations, student activism never seemed
susceptible to break a pattern of political relations based on restricted identifications.
This is well illustrated by the conflict referred to by Nader and Patrick concerning the
lack of funds devoted to the Christian branch of the Lebanese University. In fact, the
the absence of monetary resources is general, forcing the President and the central
administration of the university to neglect all of the branches and concentrate the
investments only on the recent Hariri Campus. Instead of interpreting this situation as
a student issue or a social question, they read it terms of sectarian struggle.

Therefore, the sources of the impossibility to transcend partisan or sectarian lines
rather lay in the nature of the State in contemporary Lebanon. The autonomy given to
communal groups as well as the strong capitalist inclination of the elites have shaped a
tradition of “weak state”. The power of patron-client ties has further accentuated this
tendency before the collapse of the state institutions in front of the militia order
completed the phenomenon. From the 1980s, militia leaders have entered the
administration so that today the State appears as a collection of partisan leaders backed
by confessional communities. Together, they impose an interpretation of the society
emphasizing fragmentation in sectarian segments rather than in social class or along
economic lines. In fact, the political elites need this perception of the reality because of
the sectarian-based electoral system: they need to rally the support of religious groups
to secure their position in power. The consequences on the university spaces is
obvious: the social production of space as divided territories to conquer or defend, the
omnipresence of partisan networks in the university settings, and the recourse to

“The students in search of their lost role”.

121 Article 21 of the constitution states that the legal minimum age to vote is 21, while the civil
majority is fixed at 18 years old by the Code of obligations and contracts dating back to 1938 (Karam
2006, p. 185). Estimations show than the lowering of the voting age would increase the numbers of
voters by 175,000 Muslims and 50,000 Christians (The Daily Star: February 23, 2010).
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partisan and sectarian storylines to interpret student interactions all sustain a system in
which, to quote Michel Seurat, identity — the auto-centered and exclusive definition of
the group — overrides politics — the necessary cohabitation and negotiation with the
other (Seurat 1985, p. 79).

3. PERSPECTIVES — A STORY OF EMPOWERMENT?

In light of this observation, | would like to turn back toward Aida’s opening narrative
to propose a more personal interpretation of her entrance in the faculty of Information
and Documentation. By resituating her account in the perspective of her complete life
narrative voiced during the research encounter, it is possible to re-qualify it as a story
of self-empowerment. At the beginning of the interview, Aida presented herself as
having been submitted to some of her friends, supporters of the Lebanese Forces,
before distancing herself from their position. She then linked up with her arrival in the
FID, where the same kind of scenario repeated itself: at first subdued by the
domination of her environment, she decided to fight against it. The voicing of the
realization of a mistake is typical of the cognitive mobility experienced during the
intense socialization process implied by the entrance in a political group such as the
FPM'?2, However other elements have to be taken into account. Two factors inclined
me to think about it in another perspective: the difficulties subsequent to her move in a
suburb of Beirut, and the crisis in which her family seems to be locked:

“Actually, I have a problem...it's personal but I don't talk about it, especially to a
stranger, but I have problems, especially with my father. My father was in the
ministry of Education, he worked there but he quit so now he is sitting at home, day
and night, day and night...and my mum, she did work for one year in a company but
it closed, so she is a house-wife. My dad quitted his job, because he was sick, he
couldn't handle it and he quitted. So he is here day and night in our house. So a
woman and a man all day in the same house, they are going to argue. So that's why
man and woman should both have a job. They separate during the day and then
they come back and share their experiences (...). Then they can decide to make their
lives together. My father worked in the ministry of Education, he was a supervisor in
a school, (...) he always worked in the ministry. I have myself worked a lot, I worked
in many restaurants, I once sold accessories in a shop, but I didn't like it. | worked
for some time...working as a waitress is not interesting but I needed to have money.
But when I came here [in al-Mada radio station] they hired me and I liked the job.”

1221 deal with the question of socialization in detail in the Part Two of this work.
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At the end of the interview, | finally learned that her father already divorced once.
To do so, because of the control exerted by communal institutions on personal status
laws, he was obliged to change his confessional affiliation as the Maronite church does
not permit divorce. Aida’s parents thus registered in the Syrian Orthodox Church that
authorizes divorce. But her mother later urged her children, including Aida, to join the
Maronite community:

“Because my mum said that, in Lebanon the Presidency is reserved, you cannot be a
President if you are not Maronite..I said: "Mum, I'm not going to become
President!". She said yes but...in the Maronite law, you cannot divorce. Our family is
Maronite. But my father got married with another woman before my mother and he
wanted to divorce. The Maronite Church does not allow divorce. So he had to
change to the Syrian Orthodox and divorce. (...) My cousins, they are all Maronites
(...). [So] my mum wanted [us to be like the rest of the family|. Because people were
always asking why we are Syrian Orthodox, and we didn't want to explain every
time that my father divorced...so...I don't care...If someone asks me about that, am I
a Catholic or an Orthodox, I would answer that I am a Christian, and above all a
Lebanese! (...) All the Christians, it's one religion! (...)"

The energy manifested by Aida all along the interview — “the spiritual energy” to
use the title of Henri Bergson’s book she cited as the most influential reading in her
life — may be the expression of an affirmed will to extract herself from her
environment, to actively take control of her life. The strength with which she
expressed her career dream could be another sign:

[1 wanted to be a journalist] all my life! I love this job. When you're a journalist, it
means that you will be a passionate person all your life. I tell you something that
will let you understand things: [when [ was young], I used to imitate the women on
TV, beautiful women who put on make-up, dressed...I think like all little girls do. So I
was starting to think that I wanted to be a journalist and I believe that when you're
a journalist with her own program on TV, you can have a great cause and talk
about it, and make all people see it. So it is a way to improve your country and your
society. (...) I believe that I want to be a journalist and I want to have my own
program like maybe "Oprah” (...). In Lebanon, they [the media] put the causes in
front of the people but they do not listen to the reactions (...). This is my idea for my
program so it is a way to improve the society...”

Aida’s story would be then as well the story of her own self-empowerment facing
the constraints of her social milieu and more generally, of the Lebanese sectarian
structure. In this perspective, her choice to join the FPM group in the faculty
participates in her quest for emancipation through action. It is illustrated in the
changing of her attitude throughout the story of her entrance in the FID: at first
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submitted to the will of the dominant social (the Lebanese Forces) force and its agents
in the faculty, her engagement enabled her to conquer a forceful status as the narrative
ends, taking control of her own destiny. The absence of alternative mobilizing identity
only partially explains her getting closer of the FPM. The cause of her engagement is
more complex. Still, the process of her relationship with the party is, in my sense,
inseparable of the personal situation she experienced. In her construction of her self-
concept — understood as the cognitive structure available to a person in attempting to
define him/her (Gergen 1971, p. 23) — the omnipresent partisan identity narratives
strongly limit alternative way of engagement. As stated by Erik Neveu, politicization
is the result of collective and individual strategies in a given field (1996, p. 13), but
also of the mechanisms of social and symbolic assignations dominated the global
social environment. Positioning herself as a FPM activist is therefore for Aida also a
means of pursuing her own liberation. In order to exist in her social environment, she
uses a cognitive structure available, which represents a resource for her.
Unsurprisingly, she described the FPM as “the solution”.

Aida then engaged in many activities related to the FPM. Besides her work at Sawt
al-Mada and her student activism in her university, she participates in the publication
of a FPM magazine, al-Nashra'®®. A dedicated Christian, she also took part in the
pilgrimage organized by the FPM in Syria to celebrate the Patron Saint of the
Maronite. Hence, her sense of belonging encompasses professional, generational,
activist, and even religious dimensions, all incorporated into her attachment to the
group.

In the university territories | described, those who want to propose an alternative to
partisan mobilization cannot find a channel of expression. “This generation is not
engaged for itself” a young Lebanese researcher told me once. “It is a generation that
Is a remnant of the civil war, which explains its incapacity to go beyond the political
frame inherited from the war. (...) Many of my friends left the country because of the
economic crisis, the LU is destroyed, there is no sexual liberation, there is no social
security, there is no public transportation, but the question is whether you are March
14 or March 8! (...) It is an 'assimilationist generation, which takes old issues instead
of creating new ones”*. An observation marked by deception that exemplifies the
strength of parties’ conflicting identity narratives in the everyday life of the Lebanese
youth.

123 For more details, see Chapter Three. Covers of the magazine are available in the appendix.
124 J.M., interview with the author: October 26, 2007 [in French].
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“It's not about politics, it's social”
Student elections as a positioning ritual

“(...) the logic of individual action in politics cannot be reconstructed as the logic of a choice of
means most adequate to achieve given ends, but as the logic of membership action. That is, as a logic
of confrontation and conflict between collective identities, modifying considerably the ends of political
participation”

Alessandro Pizzorno (1985, p. 59)

The previous chapter introduced the arrival of students into university spaces lived as
partisan territories: images and representations of the actors, coupled with the
organizational presence of the parties command the way social settings are
experienced in the student milieu | observed. Symbols are mobilized and meanings
negotiated, embedded in narratives themselves emerging from the dialectics of social
encounters. The fragmentation of the university territories and the incapacity of a
sectorial student movement to emerge beyond the political divisions and across the
boundaries separating the various institutions of higher education, as well as the
concomitant domination of partisan networks within the campuses, imprint the
practice of the university life. Such a configuration leaves the political parties as the
dominant providers for causes and the major directors of collective actions. This does
not mean that political parties are the only form of social organizations existing among
the students nor that substitute social cleavages are non-existent. However, if
alternative groupings occasionally generate sporadic mobilizations, they appear unable
to outweigh the partisan segmentation’®, so that the capacity of the Lebanese youth to

125 Agnés Favier draws this conclusion from her study of the student movement of December 1997
(Favier 2000a). The same assumption arises from the observation of recent events, like the May 2010
strike against the rise of the tuition fees in AUB: the protest didn’t spread to other universities while
rivalries between political groups inside AUB led to divisions about the strategy to adopt in front of
the administration. See Chapter One. More recently, the pro-secularization mobilization of the Spring
2011 underwent a slow but clear marginalization after noticeable initial successes, arguably due to
both the internal divisions of the participants and the weight of the inter-partisan tensions in the
political field.
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express collective identities remains in the present context predominantly entrapped in
the agendas of the national political organizations™?.

The primacy of the partisan frame in the allocation of signification in the university
settings becomes the most obvious as the experience of university settings unfolds: a
couple of weeks after the beginning of the academic year, newcomers come into
contact with student elections for the first time. These votes are organized to elect the
student representative councils, whose forms differ between the American University
of Beirut'?’, the Saint-Joseph University'?® and the Lebanese University'®. During my
fieldwork periods in Lebanon between 2007 and 2011, elections were held every year
in the American University of Beirut and in the Saint-Joseph University, whereas, as
noticed in the previous chapter, they have been suspended in Lebanese University
since 2008. In the context of a rising political strain nationwide, the council of the LU
decided to ban elections in an attempt to diffuse the tension among students®. Since

126 For example, although the FPM officially campaign for the secularization of the political system,
the vast majority of the FPM students [ was in contact with during my fieldwork didn’t participate in
the various pro-secularism demonstrations organized in the spring 2011. Only one student openly
declared that she would take part in the movement, while most the other criticized the timing or/and
the organization of such demonstrations. On the contrary, the majority of the interviewed students
participated in the demonstrations organized by the FPM along with other opposition groups in
December 2006 and January 2007.

127 1n the AUB, the student elections were until 2012 held in two rounds. The first one referred to the
election of faculty councils, Student Representative Committees (SRC), whose composition depends
on the size of each faculty. The newly elected members of the SRC then voted in each faculty for
representatives who will compose the University Student Faculty Committee (USFC). Since 2012, the
students vote at the same time for SRC and USFC candidates (see L’Orient le Jour: November 12,
2012). The USFC is headed by the president of the AUB, but the Vice-president of the council who has
a major role in the running of the student affairs is designated among student members. See:
http://www.aub.edu.lb/sao/activities/org/usfc/Pages/index.aspx [April 2012]

18 In the USJ, the elections determine the composition of the various faculty councils, named
“Amicales des étudiants”. Contrary to AUB, student representation is limited to the faculty level. The
vote is held during the same day in all the different faculties and campuses that compose the USJ, on a
single round proportional ballot. The president of each Amicale is chosen by the elected members.
Student faculty councils’ statuses are available:
http://www.usj.edu.lb/etudiants/amicales/111012stat.pdf [April 2012]

29 In the LU, no conventional structure exists: it seems that the functioning of the councils and the
limits of their activities are not codified by any law (Al Amine, Beydoun, Chaoul, Haddad, Nour-el-
Dine 1999, p. 102). The faculty assemblies are generally named “section councils” [Majlis al-Fir’] or
“student committee” [al-Hay a al-Tulabiyya] (Safar 2005, p. 18).

3% The resolution to suspend student elections is not exceptional and occurred several times in the
history of the various universities. In April 2007, the LU had already temporarily suspended student
elections (The Daily Star: April 3, 2007). Recently, after a brawl opposing rival student groups, the
Lebanese American University (LAU) took the same decision (See L’Orient le Jour: November 15,
2011). The most striking example is found in AUB where the student council was created in 1943 but
rapidly dissolved (Barakat 1977, p. 152), then mostly inactivated between January 1954 and March
1972 (Favier 2004, p. 136-138) and between July 1974 (Barakat 1977, p. 181) and 1994. More
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then, no more polls have been arranged in the public establishment, in spite of insistent
pressures from the political organizations™".

Student elections constitute the climax of political mobilization in the university
worlds. They play an essential role in the affirmation and the legitimation of the
position of the political organizations within university spaces and among the youth in
general. They also represent a peak in the experience of student life, a symbol of its
“liberty”**? compared to the closure of political activism imposed in most of the
schools®. In parallel with the relative emancipation from parents’ control it induces,
the arrival in the university connotes for the newcomers the reaching of a political
maturity — at least the opportunity to concretely enter public politics. In that sense,
student elections stand in a way as a rite of passage, all the more important since the
Law impede political participation of the youth until the age of 21. The university
arises thus as a space of in-between, marking the transition between political
immaturity and the effective possibility to vote in local and parliamentary elections:
“the interest of student politics in university is to acquaint the youth with politics,
because before 21, it is not possible to vote but after graduation, we are precisely 21
years old”**. As a consequence, university elections also represent an occasion to

generally, during the civil war (1975-1990), most universities canceled the electoral process before
student committees were reestablished in the early years of the 1990 decade.

L In March 2007, the student section of the Lebanese Forces and the Kata’eb party organized a
demonstration and a sit-in in front of the faculty of Sciences in Fanar to demand the restoration of
student elections and the end of the suspension of political activities. See The Daily Star: March 30,
2007.

32 The expression was used by one of my interviewee, whose comment denoted a widely shared
vision among the youth | encountered. Phil, interview with the author: October 20, 2008.

133 All the prominent political parties have established school committees in charge of spreading their
cause among the youth. The majority of the schools is private and depends on specific codes. Although
these schools are not free of political influences, public activism is in general banned as Issam a FPM
activist in AUB remembers: “The difference between school and university is first that university does
not implement any limitation to political activities. There are some restrictions, but they are limited.
(...) At school, the students are still too linked with their parents (...). The meetings were taking place
outside the school, it was forbidden. (...) Students are more independent. And there are elections,
which highlight our role with the youth” (interview with the author: May 26, 2010 [in French]). Yet,
some political forces possess their own educational system, especially in the Shiite community in
which the construction of communal schools were parallel with the political empowerment (Le
Thomas 2012), with the Amal Movement (Amal al-Tarbawiyya) and Hezbollah (School al-Mahdi as
well as a complex network of non-profit organizations such as the associations al-Chadid, al-
Mustapha, al-Tmdad, etc.).

13% Karl, interview with the author: October 28, 2008. The original statement was in French: “L intérét
de la politique a ['université c’est d’habituer a la politique, parce qu’avant 21 ans, on ne peut pas
voter et que quand on finit la fac, on a précisément 21 ans”. Besides, in a country in which political
discussions inside the family or between friends are common scenes, either while watching the
evening news or at gatherings, the passage from school to university seems to introduce a legitimate
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publicly align oneself with a partisan group. They are a time when students position
themselves or are being positioned in relations with political sympathies.

A paradoxical yet sound example is provided by the story of Silvio, born in 1990, a
student in the American University in Beirut. | first met him in May 2010, during the
early phase of my immersion within the FPM student community in AUB. Silvio was
then presented to me as a dedicated member, participating in every meeting set up by
the Freedom Club, the official group representing the Party in the university. Despite
having scheduled an interview, we were at the time unable to meet after a last minute
cancellation. The encounter thus took place a few months later, in October. As the
informal discussion preceding the interview started, Silvio immediately tried to
distance himself from the FPM. He insisted on the fact that he was not a follower but a
mere supporter and that his participation to the group activities was now over and had
been anyway minimal. He was also one of the rare interviewees who straightforward
asked for anonymity and questioned me about the procedure of informed consent | was
using. At first, I understood his reserves as symptomatic of a form of restrain | often
encountered with activists engaging conversation with a stranger. However, unlike in
these frequent occurrences, Silvio’s reluctance to endorse the position of a FPM
student lasted all along our conversation. It was even amplified during our second
meeting that was held in December the same year. Then, confronted with the slides
presenting dates and figures of the FPM history, he patently overplayed ignorance.
From the beginning, the story he voiced was the one of a misunderstanding:

“Ca a commencé avec le meilleur ami de mon pére qui a un fils [a 'université], que
tu connais je crois. Il est plus dgé que moi. C'était il y a deux ans — moi j'étais encore
a l'école - et ils parlaient des élections universitaires. Ils trouvaient ¢a excitant. Je
m'étais dit que I'année ot je rentrerai a l'université, pourquoi ne pas participer aux
élections, ¢a serait une bonne expérience. Au départ en fait mon objectif n'était pas
du tout politique. Plutét social en fait. C'était une expérience. Pour moi c'était
quelque chose de nouveau. Je voulais tout essayer. C'est une des choses importantes
a faire a l'université. En fait, j'ai trouvé que ce n'était pas bien du tout, je ne le
referai plus. Mais c'était une expérience. C'était ca mon objectif, pas du tout
politique.

- Mais pourquoi avec le FPM alors ?

right to join the conversation and give one’s opinion. For example, in another of our discussion Karl
and one of his friend, Omar, expressed this idea: Omar: “Je me rappelle de longs débats dans les
soirées, (...) mais avant 15 ans, je ne comprenais rien. Seulement tu écoutes, tu essaies de te faire une
opinion, mais personne ne t'écoute quand tu veux parler. [Karl: Exactement, j’ai le méme vécu avant
['université] (...) C'est une question d'dge...les petits écoutent (...). [Karl: Tout le monde parle, sauf
toi!] C'est ¢a! Tout le monde est passé par 1a.” Interview with the author: October 29, 2008 [in French].
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Justement parce qu'il y avait déja le fils de I'ami de mon pére qui était avec ce
groupe. Je me suis dit pourquoi pas? Je connaissais déja quelques personnes de ce
groupe...si j'avais des amis dans l'autre groupe, j'aurai pu choisir l'autre groupe. (...)
J'avais pour objectif d'avoir de trés bonnes notes a l'université. Mais le travail que
l'on devait faire pour les élections prenait beaucoup de mon temps. On a commencé
a travailler un mois avant les élections et j'oubliais mes responsabilités
académiques. (...) Mon objectif c'était de rentrer en classe pour rencontrer des gens,
étre ami avec eux, juste pour avoir leurs voix a la fin. Je n'aimais pas trop cette
approche. Je crois que c'est la cause pour laquelle j'ai perdu (...).

- Comment as-tu été choisi comme candidat ?

J'ai dit que je voulais bien étre candidat et le groupe m'a dit: ‘d’accord, on va te
soutenir’. Si tu veux, c'est parce que j'avais donné une bonne impression au début.
J'avais montré que je voulais participer, étre actif. Mais ensuite, quand j'ai vu le
genre de probleme que ¢a pouvait m'apporter, j'ai arrété tout de suite. Par exemple,
je suis une personne apolitique et je n'aime pas donner l'impression aux gens que je
suis avec tel ou tel parti. (...) Quand j'ai remarqué que les gens commengaient a dire
ca de moi, j'ai tout arrété. Voila, (...) je commengais a ressentir cette perception des
gens (...). Par exemple ma sceur est en premiere année a l'université. Elle est a I'US].
Un jour, quelqu’un du Tayydar, l'aborde comme ¢a, et lui dit: ‘Ah, mais tu es la sceur
de Silvio a I'AUB! C'est le plus grand aouniste a I'AUB!’. Elle m'a demandé si je
connaissais ce type. J'ai dit que non. Je n'avais jamais entendu parler du mec. (...) Je
n'ai pas aimé ¢a.”13°

However, in the course of the conversation, some elements tend to indicate that his
choice to run for the elections with the support of the FPM was not as arbitrary as it
seemed at first. First, Silvio acknowledged that in most of the cases, he found himself
in accordance with Michel Aoun’s political stands. More significantly, he detailed a
history of conflict opposing his family to the Lebanese Forces militia during the civil
war:

“C'était la guerre, tous les partis ont fait de mauvaises choses..mais je suis en train
de parler d'un point de vue légal. Michel Aoun était général de 'armée. Comme il n'y
avait plus de président, il est devenu chef du gouvernement. (...) Samir Geagea lui a
pris le contréle des Quwwat [the Lebanese Forces]. C'était une milice. Cette milice
n'avait pas le droit de faire une guerre contre le gouvernement, ou au moins ce qui
aurait pu devenir un gouvernement. (...) Je ne connais pas beaucoup d'information
sur la guerre parce que ¢a ne m'a pas vraiment intéressé. (...) Je me rappelle par
exemple que notre famille posséde une station d'essence. C'était mon grand-pére qui

13 Silvio, interview with the author: October 26, 2010 [in French].
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s'en occupait, mon pére ne l'avait pas encore reprise car il était a Londres a
I'époque. (...) La milice des Quwwat, ils sont venus pour s’emparer de la station-
service. Et ils se sont installés la avec leurs tanks et leurs armes. Chaque fois que
quelqu'un venait se servir, ils prenaient des commissions. Tu vois ? Donc ¢a aussi ¢a
m'a fait réfléchir. Ce n'est pas juste. En plus, quand mon pere est venu, il a voulu
faire changer cette situation. Mais il n'a pas pu, ils I'ont méme menacé. Ce n'est que
vers la fin de la guerre qu'il a pu faire ce qu'il voulait, qu'il était vraiment libre. C'est
plutét ¢a. Donc on a eu une expérience personnelle avec ces gens-la. En plus, il y a
une autre. Juste a cété de chez nous, a Nahr el-Mot, il y avait des jeunes avec leurs
parents qui marchaient avec des bougies, en hommage a tous les martyrs, les
Quwwiat sont venus et les ont tous tué. C'est pour cela que ¢a s'appelle Nahr el-Mot
[qui signifie en Arabe ‘le fleuve de la mort’]. Enfin, c'est une des explications je
crois.”136

Both the episode of the gas-station and the carnage of Nahr el-Mot demonstrate
that Silvio’s choice to join the FPM group at his arrival in the university was not
accidental. Clearly, Silvio did not demonstrate a great interest in politics throughout
the conversation. Nevertheless the history of his family as well as the local memory of
Zalga, his living area in the Northern edges of Beirut, played a role in his choice.
Selecting the FPM was a response to the electoral situation in which he made a choice
in terms of categorical positioning. Silvio’s decision was made possible by his contact
with Freedom club members and an inherited aversion for the LF dating back to a
discord between his family’s and the movement’s interests. The war economy of the
militias relying on the use of force to control the distribution of basic goods such as
gasoline and impose taxation on the business existing in their territories thus prompted
a conflict between Silvio’s grand-father and the Lebanese Forces. In our second
encounter, he added that this episode erupted at the time of the war opposing the
Lebanese Forces and the National Liberal Party of Camille Chamoun, which
corresponds to the period of the construction of the militia’s stronghold in the
Christian regions. He also indicated that the armed group seized a hotel belonging to
his family™’.

Interestingly, Silvio uses in his account the same lexical field centered on the
dichotomy between state legitimate order and militia’s illegality that FPM members
generally mobilize to distinguish between Michel Aoun and the Lebanese Forces.
Telling the story about the past spoliation of his family’s possessions already
positioned him in the present setting in opposition with the LF, implying a

% Ibid.

37 Silvio, interview with the author: December 13, 2010 [in French].

152



It’s not about politics, it’s social

convergence of views with the FPM narrative about the war and the militia nature of
the Lebanese Forces. In the same manner, his undetailed evocation of the killing that
happened in Nahr el-Mot probably emerged from shared local knowledge, including
the interpretation that the name of the place derived from the recalled massacre, which
is not the case. The event took place on Monday the 1% of October 1990. Answering a
call from Michel Aoun’s mobilization unit, people gathered at night with candles in
front of several crossing points on the frontline separating the positions of the Army on
the one hand and of the Lebanese Forces and the Syrian troops on the other. In Nahr
el-Mot however, the LF opened fire with machine-guns, Killing twenty people and
injuring around fifty (Dagher 1992, p. 304-305). Supporters of Michel Aoun renamed

the area “River of Martyrdom™**®

, a consequence that could explain Silvio’s comment
about the original denomination of the region.

The story of Silvio’s short-lived integration within the FPM in AUB appears to rely
on the same bases that have been highlighted in the engagement stories presented in
the opening chapter as well as in Chapter One: memory of the family, social networks,
and the strong implantation of partisan group in the campus. However, his withdrawal
and reluctance to maintain his ties with the collectivity seem to indicate a relatively
low degree of identification with the movement. The appeal of elections nonetheless
convinced him to align himself with the FPM in the partisan landscape existing in his
university. The time of electoral competition thus seems to have activated a sense of
partisan attachment fueled by his rejection of the Lebanese Forces as well as by his
acquaintance with some FPM members in AUB. Whatever his motives — meeting new
friends, experiencing the thrill of elections, improving his CV with a status of faculty
delegate, etc. — he chose to openly participate under the banner of the FPM. He
accepted to be associated with the Party during the episode of university elections.
What Silvio refused was to be durably assimilated with the group, including outside
AUB ™. He rejected the position that his participation in the elections imposed
afterwards on him, acknowledging that he had underestimated such assignation of
identity: “/People] only want to see an image, a general view. I didn’t like it, so I
stopped everything. (...) [After a while] I said to myself that it’s not important, | will
lose the elections and it will be over, everybody will forget...but it was not actually the
case”*’. However, he could have as well endorsed this label and, from this experience,

138 See: http://forum.tayyar.org/f91/remembering-black-october-1990-a-530/ [September 2012]

39 During our second meeting he explained: “je ne veux pas étre étiqueté [1 don't want to be labeled]”.
Silvio, interview with the author: December 13, 2010 [in French].

0 Silvio, interview with the author: October 26, 2010. The original statement was in French: “[Les
gens] ne veulent voir qu'une image, une forme générale. Donc ¢a ne m'a pas plu et j'ai décidé de tout
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have deepened his integration within the group. It shows that election time in the
university space can generate partisan identification even for young people lacking
strong political convictions. Silvio’s case illustrates how student elections play a
central role in the discovery of the university life. It also demonstrates their assignation
power and, a contrario, how engaging in elections within a particular group may
attach the individual to the collectivity. Student elections appear therefore pivotal in
the identification process at work between the individual and the group within the
university spaces.

Before focusing on the deconstruction of the identification process in the coming
chapters, my aim is now to discuss the impact of university elections in the elaboration
of the split social system prevailing in the university settings. What are the conditions
that enable students like Silvio to activate — even momentarily — a sense of belonging
to one of the partisan groups competing for the appropriation of the space? My
hypothesis is that student elections work as positioning rituals i.e. as elements of
maintenance of the divided social structure because they ensure year after year the
reaffirmation of boundaries and the reproduction of distinctive partisan identity
narratives within the campuses. Here, | refer to an extended conception of positioning,
adapted from Harré’s theory (Harré 2004; Harré &Van Langenhove 1999). While his
model focuses on conversational episodes, | use it as a conceptual backdrop to analyze
more general interactional settings. As in Harré’s work, the notion of position is
mobilized as an alternative to the one of role. Every interaction is characterized by a
set of positions defined by the participants’ relations and available to them, creating a
temporary and relational moral order in reference to which they are inclined to think,
act and speak. This order is at the same time linked with specific storylines, narratives
that the people positioned are in process of “living out” (Harré & Moghaddam 2003, p.
8). The university elections’ interactional setting encourages the allocation of
reciprocal positions of students in terms of partisan identities. It may be described as a
routinized form of interaction in which attachment to a political group is materially
and symbolically highlighted.

Student ballots are symbolic because they serve as mediation for expressing a
vision of political reality in which dominant parties claim to embody the various
component of the divided social structure. In virtue of their repetitive nature (they are
organized every year at the same period) and their dramatic dimension, they can be
described as a political ritual. Drawing on the suggestion of David Kertzer, | use the

arrété. (...) [Aprés un moment] je me suis dit tant pis, je vais perdre les élections et ¢a va étre fini, tout
le monde va oublier...mais ce n'a pas vraiment été le cas.”
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concept of ritual as an analytical category, defined in a classical sociological
perspective as normalized and recurring symbolic behavior (Kertzer 1988, p. 9). As
Kertzer puts it, rites are used “to create political reality for the people (...). And
through political ritual, we are given a way to understand what is going on in the
world, for we live in a world that must be drastically simplified if it is to be understood
at all.” (ibid., p. 1-2) According to him, rituals serve as devices through which “beliefs
about the universe come to be acquired, reinforced, and eventually changed.” (ibid., p.
9) Political rituals such as student elections are thus used to symbolically affirm the
deference to social perceptions of reality carried by dominant actors on the political
scene — in the considered case, the political organizations.

Being political in their nature, university elections are also concrete interactional
rituals. Indeed, they involve the joint participation of multiple actors and precisely
exist because of this conjunct contribution. In that sense, and following Goffman’s
invitation, student elections can be analyzed in the perspective of the “sociology of the
circumstances”, which focuses on how a social system is built by the conjunction of
persons and by the interactions it hosts (Goffman 1974 [1967], p. 8). Doing so, |
intend to analyze the emergence and the diffusion of meaning as they are generated by
the interplay between actors in the ritual of student elections. My aim is to concentrate
on the grammars that unify and inform the actions of interacting people in a given
social “configuration”, understood in Norbert Elias’ perspective highlighting the
relational and interdependent positions existing between the individuals and the groups
in which they are evolving (Elias &Dunning 1994 [1986], p. 60-61). Like the players
of a football game, the actors” moves are only understandable in relation to the
situation of the other players, both from their team and from their opponent (ibid.).
These moves, | argue, are based upon grammars — working as structures of
signification (Hastings 2001b) — that constitute ordering devices to define, to
distinguish, and to classify the social. They assign specific positions and behaviors,
thus giving materiality to the productions of the imaginary (Balandier 1992 [1980], p.
41 and p. 48). In that perspective, rituals operate as dramatic demonstrations'** of the
social structure. They articulate power and meaning (Augé 1977) as “dramatization
determines the horizon of meaning in which power relations are embedded”*? (Abélés

1 According to Georges Balandier, the use of the metaphor of the theater to describe the social world
was inspired by the work of Nicolas Evreinov, whose theory gives theatrical basis for all the
manifestations of the social life (Balandier 1992 [1980], p. 13). The sociology of Erving Goffman has
made the most of this insight (Goffman 1986 [1974]; 1959). In substituting the notion of position to
the concept of role, I intend to give more flexibility to such a framework without refuting its strength
in order to highlight its circumstantial nature.

2] translated the original formulation from French: “la mise en représentation détermine 1’horizon de
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1997, p. 270). The pursued goal is here to tackle the construction of these grammars
from the bottom, starting from the temporally and territorially situated behaviors of the
students.

Drawing on the fragmentation of the university spaces and the domination of the
partisan networks, | intend to demonstrate how such a configuration frames the
interactions during student elections and what the consequences are for the participants
in terms of personal and social identity construction. Through a series of episodes
concentrating on the issue of political competition between groups in AUB (1), the
election campaign in USJ (2) mobilized to study the staging of collective identities
during the electoral process in both universities, | argue that the time-and-space of
student elections build and prescribe both collective and individual positioning in
terms of partisan identification, thus fueling the processes of in-group integration and
out-group distinction. By providing a concrete scene for expressing groupness and
rivalries, the electoral moment exacerbates the latent ongoing competition between
rival groupings for the definition of the social boundaries and the appropriation of the
disputed territory of the university. As such, student elections emphasize the issue of
relational positioning within the university space (and beyond), distributing the
participants in a social map organized along partisan lines. They incarnate a time and
space of production and activation of political identifications. In my view, they can be
observed as a paradigmatic example of the on-going construction and display of
bonds, borders and identity narratives as they occur in various Lebanese interactional
settings. They constitute one of the scenes in which partisan identifications are
relationally built.

1. EPISODE ONE: POLITICAL COMPETITION AND SOCIAL
BOUNDARIES IN AUB ELECTION CAMPAIGN
Focusing on the case of the 2010 AUB elections of the Student Representative

Committee (SRC)**®, the configuration of time-and-space will be studied in regards to
two sets of interactional flows. The first one refers to the relations between the

signification ou s’inscrivent les rapport des forces”.

3 This phase concentrates most the attention because all enrolled students can participate in the polls
during the same day. The SRC members are elected in a single round majority vote. The second round
consisting in the designation of the USFC members as well as of its Vice-President is generally held
one or two weeks after the general election. The SRC vote is a single round ballot based on the
majority rule. Each student can vote for a predetermined number of delegates representing his faculty,
discipline, and year of study (Freshman, Sophomore, Junior, Senior). Students are allowed to select
candidates from different lists.
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university internal scene and the broader national socio-political arena, and especially
parties’ competition. It is predominantly oriented from the outside toward the
university’s space, essentially because of the domination of political organizations on
the territory of the campus. It results that, even if the shift can be reversed on particular
occasions, electoral interactions within AUB are framed by imported political praxis.
Using Bourdieu’s concepts, it could be said that the students’ practices — the pattern of
their actions — are shaped by their deprived position in the political field: they seem to
reproduce cleavages and practices built on the conventional political scene. However,
the situation is more complex if a second set of interactions is considered, defined by
the interrelations between students inside the territory of the campus. As I intend to
demonstrate, these two interactional processes are not necessarily congruent, which
can lead to some disjunctions and conflicts, but are both participating together to the
elaboration of the interactional setting in which the intergroup struggle for space is
waged during the electoral moment (and beyond). My thesis is that these coexisting
definitions of the situation play a central role in the production and the staging of
(narratives about) collective/social identities based upon partisan labels.

A) Scene one: Order out of chaos

Friday, November 19, 2010. It’s still early in the morning. The stands typical of the
student elections’ campaign in the American University of Beirut have been raised for
a couple of days only. Around thirty small constructions are facing the West Hall in
the upper campus. Most of them are still empty as the two previous days were off due
to an Islamic holiday. Only a few activists are preparing the stands for the two-day
electoral campaign that will be waged before the vote, scheduled the next Wednesday.
Although the stands’ allocation is theoretically random, the distribution on the ground
is based on the political division'**. The first fourteen stands are held by the “Students
at Work” group, affiliated with the March 14 coalition. The next five are identified
with the name “Alternative Front™'*®. The last twelve appear more disordered. The
wooden structures are covered with stapled posters representing a game of domino.
They are entitled: “Order out of Chaos”. Although the slogan and drawings are the

4 Each stand has a number and the administration organizes a kind of lottery. The stands’ positions
are drawn by every list of candidates, but the lots are exchangeable. The major activist groups
therefore agree to trade their stands’ location between each other in order to be able to regroup.

> The Alternative Front is composed of various AUB clubs and small political groups displaying a
leftist-secular orientation. It gathers the Jordanian Club, the Syrian Club, the Palestinian Club as well
as the political current “No Frontiers” [Bil& Hud(d]. This leftist gathering emerged in AUB in the late
1990s but it has gone through a progressive process of decline since 2005, on which | discussed earlier.
The electoral platforms of the Alternative Front can be consulted in the appendix.
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same in all the sheets, the colors differ. Some are orange and white, others yellow and
black. For someone accustomed to the Lebanese political scene, it is clear that these
signs respectively refer to the campaign of the Free Patriotic Movement and
Hezbollah, the two prominent forces in the opposition against the then ruling March 14
grouping on the national scale. Indeed, Fouad, one of the most active FPM partisans in
AUB, is there, discussing with a small group of friends. They are talking about
removing the posters from all the stands. But they are soon interrupted.

On the occasion of the Independence Day, scheduled on November 22 but
celebrated early that year, the Lebanese flag is raised in front of West Hall, while
speakers are voicing the national anthem. The sound crackles and sizzles. Tens of
students have gathered to attempt the ceremony, most of them singing with the right
arm raised, as it is the custom in Lebanon. On the top of the steps, in the embrasure of
the building’s entrance, wearing a dark-green suit, the Dean of the Student Affairs is
preparing his first “Flag Day” speech. He was appointed recently after dedicating
several years to assist his predecessor, Dr. Maroun Kisirwani, a prominent figure in the
recent AUB history**®. Around him, stand two of his subordinates as well as a few
other officials. University Security guards are also present, at the back of the scene.
Referring to the up-coming elections without mentioning them, the Dean’s words warn
against dissensions among AUB students: “What unites us is stronger than what splits
us apart! (...) Let us remember our common determination in favor of AUB’s success
and greatness.”

Quite exceptionally, the celebration of the Independence Day takes place just
before the student elections. Officially, the vote has to be organized before December
1st, when the newly elected university council is supposed to meet for the first time
every year. For that reason, polls are generally held within the first two weeks of
November. However, in 2010, religious holidays and the Independence Day made
them more difficult to schedule. “We discussed the date with all the political parties”,
explained the Dean. “The academic year really starts on the first week of October
when registration and tuition fees payment deadlines expire. We only know how many
students are going to be present from this moment. This means that political party
members always ask for a delay to have enough time before the elections in order to
identify all the potential voters and socialize”. In spite of being officially banned form
the campus, political parties are recognized as important actors in AUB. “We know the

¢ Maroun Kisirwani spent nine years as head of the Office of Student Affairs, between 2001 and
2010. He therefore accompanied the student movement in the university throughout the spring 2005
events. He became the first Dean of Student Affairs to be honored upon retiring by the USFC on April
30, 2010. See:  http://www.aub.edu.lb/news/Pages/107062.aspx [May 2012]
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head of the parties among students and try to discuss with them as much as possible.
We even organize meetings with officials responsible for student sections of the
political parties. But we prefer to focus on students, especially since they do not
always agree with their supervisors from outside. For instance, we had recently some
problems with a particular political group that encouraged its students to generate
troubles in the university. However, after an internal meeting between us and the
students belonging to that party, we were able to diffuse the tension. It was then the
students who convinced their leaders to avoid causing strife in the campus™*’.

In the alleys of the campus, the same dialectic between outside and inside, visible
and invisible forces shaping the electoral configuration, seems at work. As the
ceremony ends, FPM students start to take off their orange and white placards again.
They replace them with more elaborated violet posters without dominos but still
entitled “Order out of Chaos”, excepting for one stand, labeled as “Order of the
Engineers”. Meanwhile, other stands have been erected, facing the huts of the FPM.
Some students are decorating them with blue signs: “Will we run this campaign?” and
“WE WILL”. They are also hanging complete lists of candidates, distributed by
faculties and years of study (freshman, sophomore, junior, senior). Although no
political signs are visible, clues indicate that their lists gather followers of the Socialist
Party (PSP) and Harakat Amal.

“We have a problem with Amal” Fouad explained to me. “Because Hezbollah
doesn’t want to fight Amal, we don’t know what is going to happen now. We are
organizing meetings between the various opposition groups in AUB outside the
university, in the offices of the political parties — Malek represents the FPM there and
he usually takes Issam, Michel or me with him.” The ongoing negotiations force the
FPM students to conceal the names of their candidates, in the hope of an eventual
agreement with Amal and the PSP. Nassim, president of the Freedom club, concurs.
But he adds: “The problems are almost solved. We found a solution in the Faculty of
Engineering, that’s why we already announced our lists there with a different
campaign name. But the thing is the PSP tries to push us to the limit...they want us to
publicize all our candidates to make the negotiations more difficult. If we can’t agree
all together, then they will have more of their own members in the ticket with Harakéat
Amal.”

At that moment, Malek, the coordinator of the FPM in AUB, arrives. He looks tired
and confesses that he hasn’t slept a lot during the last nights. “Many problems are still
to be solved. Everyone wants a bigger slice of the cake! We have announced that we

Y Interview with the Dean of Student Affairs: November 19, 2010 [in English].
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will unveil the names of our candidates today. The other didn’t do so completely yet.
Representatives of the Amal movement and Hezbollah in AUB have called me from 3
am last night. I didn’t sleep much. They wanted me to stop everything until we find an
agreement, but I didn’t. It’s a game. It’s all about who is going to step back first.
Hezbollah already tried a bluff a couple of days ago. They put the yellow domino
posters up, to pressure Amal. They wanted to make them afraid of having to run on
their own. Then, I myself displayed the orange dominos to say that we are also ready
to go without any kind of alliances. Today, we replaced those orange signs with violet
ones. It was planned from the beginning that our campaign will be violet, but we made
the orange posters to increase the pressure. There will be many meetings today; | hope
everything will be cleared before the weekend. | am coordinating the issue with the
FPM student committee, but, unlike in all the other parties in which students are
following the instructions given to them, we are the ones who actually decide what we
are going to do and inform our party outside.”

It 1s now 2:30 in the afternoon, and the game of cat and mouse continues. The “We
Will” group displays its determination by putting up a gigantic blue sign covering the
front of their five stands. However, the bluff didn’t impress everyone. Lea, senior
candidate for the FPM in the Faculty of Arts and Sciences, is watching the scene: “We
know they will end up being with us. For sure they will withdraw some of their
candidates...they named candidates for almost every possible positions but it’s a
political move, to pressure us.” Indeed, when I come back after the three-day weekend
to the campus on Tuesday morning, on the eve of the elections, everything has
changed. It’s only 8:30 am but FPM students are already finishing replacing all their
posters again. There are now only three occupied stands with blue placards, all entitled
“Order of the Engineers” and displaying the names of the candidates for the sole
Faculty of Engineering. The FPM lists in the other faculties have merged with the “We
Will” campaign, which is now displaying slightly different posters integrating the
candidates affiliated with the Aounist movement. Behind the “We Will” stands, the old
Amal-PSP lists are now laying on the ground after having been shredded by the
activists.

Commentary

Understanding the design of the “We Will” campaign necessitates zooming out of the
university. Undeniably, it echoes directly the concomitant political imbroglio at the
national level. After having embraced the “Beirut Spring” in 2005 and formed the
political gathering of the March 14 along with mainly the Future Movement, the
Lebanese Forces and the Kata'eb Party, Walid Joumblatt, leader of the PSP and Druze
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landlord, has progressively distanced himself from his allies since the summer 20009.
He officially announced his withdrawal from the coalition in a press conference on the
2" of August 2009**8. However, before he finally completed his volte-face by voting
the no-confidence against Prime Minister Saad Hariri in January 2011, Joumblatt had
chosen to keep a centrist position for several months without formally joining the
opposition. In this context, the attitude of the Youth Progressive Organization, the
student branch of the PSP has been subject to much speculation. In 2009, they
maintained their alliance with the Future Movement in AUB whereas they supported
the opposition groups in another university, the Lebanese-American University
(LAU). Before the 2010 vote, it was rumored that the PSP students would run the
campaign on their own or would even refrain from participating in the elections. In
AUB during the campaign days, it became clear that the PSP is engaged with the Amal
movement in a campaign that apparently excluded the FPM.

The reasons why Amal was likely to join the PSP rather than the FPM seem
obvious: the two parties share a common ally, Hezbollah, but oppose each other on
many aspects, most of all because Amal’s leader, the long standing head of the
Parliament, is perceived as one of the main target of the FPM anti-corruption
discourse. The tension between the two sides was publicly revealed during the 2009
parliamentary elections when the FPM challenged Amal’s hold on the mainly
Christian city of Jezzine, in South Lebanon. Along the years, Nabih Berri had taken
advantage of his prominent position within the State apparatus to establish patronage
networks in the region of Jezzine where he was thus able to ensure the election of loyal
Christian MPs. In 2009 however, despite their global alliance and mediations from
Hezbollah, Amal and the FPM quarreled over Jezzine as Michel Aoun wanted to
reinforce his position as a nationwide leader for the Christian Lebanese. It was finally
decided that both parties will present their own list and on June the 7", the FPM swept
the all three contested parliamentary seats, causing Amal much discontent.

The entire act staged in AUB that year exposes a shadow theater whose scenario is
written elsewhere and actions are set up in the backstage. Everything that matters gives

8 The reasons behind his withdrawal are multiple. For many analysts, they are rooted in the May 7
events in 2008. At that time, the PSP headed by Walid Joumblatt was considered a pillar of the March
14 government. Joumblatt was instrumental in the decisions of the cabinet to pressure Hezbollah by
removing its land-line communication network and replacing the head of the airport security, known
for his ties with the Shiite party. However, after the outbreak of armed clashes triggered by the
government’s move, Joumblatt witnessed the collapse of his ally of the Future Movement in Beirut
within a couple of days, leaving the PSP alone to confront Hezbollah’s fighters. Although he didn’t
break away from the March 14 coalition until the summer 2009, the 2008 episode certainly played a
role in Joumblatt’s perception of a necessary accommodation with Hezbollah to protect his own group,
which led to the change of his strategic positioning.
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the impression to occur outside the front scene, under the auspices of the partisan
forces, negotiating between each other. The deal was clinched on Sunday night,
apparently thanks to the willingness of Hezbollah to reach an agreement. The Shiite
party is said to have removed most of his own candidates in order to enable the fusion
between the two lists. In such a game, the students appear as the proxies of their
respective groups. In spite of his affirmation, Malek apparently lacks the power to
compose his own partition centered on AUB’s internal space. As such, the problem
opposing his group to Amal is not new. Six months earlier, he already shared with me
his discontent regarding their alliance:

“I went once to General Michel Aoun, a month and a half ago. I told him that |
believe one of our allies is not working with us in AUB. I really don't want to be
allied with them next year for the elections in AUB (...). To my surprise, he told me:
'Do whatever you thing is right. If you believe they are not good allies, don't go with
them'. (...) I told him: 'They are doing wrong, I can't tolerate that!’ (...) First, they
worked on improving the sectarian divisions. Second, and more importantly, they
are not honest with us. (...) When we go in the elections they are not giving all their
votes to our candidates. They are giving all their votes for their candidates but not
all their vote to ours. They are working wrong. The manner they speak is not decent.
At the end, I couldn't tolerate this. The ones before me, they tolerated this because
they didn't want to lose the elections. I don't care if I win or if I lose. Honestly, I don't
care.”149

However the alliance remained. Whether it was to secure a victory in AUB
elections or to avoid a crisis between political partners in a tensed national
configuration, the maintenance of the electoral coalition illustrates the importance of
university polls in the eyes of partisan forces. This significance is first material. As
discussed in the previous chapter, elections offer the occasion to control faculty
councils and thus to secure the funds allocated to them in order to finance partisan
activities and promote the presence of the group in the university territories. Second,
the symbolic dimension emerges as central. Claiming the victory in the student polls
organized in an eminent institution such as AUB helps enhancing the public image of a
political movement, especially in a context of intense partisan competition. All
national medias report the results of the voting held in the country’s most prominent
universities and the results are analyzed year after year in the light of the struggles
structuring the political field. Finally, on the internal scene, triumph in the electoral
process highlights the presence of the group and constructs it as a figure of

9 Malek, interview with the author: May 26, 2010 [in English].
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identification for the students. Undoubtedly, success generates a sentiment of
domination that fosters a sense of security in the divided social environment of the
campus, encouraging those among the students who feel attached to a party to engage.
A member of the Amal youth movement in the Lebanese-American University (LAU)
I met during my Master studies presented this idea quite clearly: “I thought that | need
to belong to a group in order to exist here, because you don’t know anyone when you
arrive in the university...it was at first social, then you feel implicated in politics (...).
There are so many different groups that you have to belong to one of them. (...) To see
that we are a strong group here encouraged me”**.

Demonstrating its implantation thus may enable a party to produce political
vocations among students. In that sense, the inter-party competition and the social
process of identification among students work hand in hand. Elections constitute the
archetypical time in which partisan boundaries become immediately visible, fueling
the dynamics of recognition and distinction. Highlighting the presence of political
groups, student ballots produce through the interactions between participants a
classification of the social based on partisan identification. To the material interests of
the political forces, the electoral process adds a symbolic dimension sustaining their
role as identification frames. Consequently, the students’ allegiance to partisan
directives essentially impacts their mobilizations and thus the social categories these
practices sketch.

The description of this first scene aimed at demonstrating the influence of political
groups on student mobilizations during the electoral process. Because collective
identification is produced in action (Mathieu 2001, p. 18), the capacity of partisan
forces to compose from the back scene the progress of the play enacted by the students
necessarily enables the diffusion of categories organizing the social structure as it is
perceived in the AUB setting. The order that shapes the apparent chaos of interactions
between students is built around partisan labels and storylines. However, this goes far
beyond the immediate political competition as such and rather echoes a more global
vision of the social reality as fragmented between groups as it is possible to infer from
the next scene.

%0 Hamad, interview with the author: March 3, 2006 [in English].
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B) Scene two: “l am taking a stand”

Tuesday, November 23, 2010. The last day of the electoral campaign. The situation
remained however surprisingly quiet. Only a dozen of activists were already present
when I entered the campus in the morning. Although FPM has joined the “We Will”
campaign, it was in front of the stand of an independent candidate, a Senior Staff
Writer of Outlook, that | found Lea, nonchalantly reading her Biology handbook. She
smiled at me and said: “As | told you on Friday, the two sides have merged! But | am
not happy with it”, she added. “I don’t want people to see me with them, so | sit here”.
As I asked her why, she answers: “I don'’t like blue!”

“No seriously, what is the problem?

- The “We Will” campaign is the problem!
- It’s about politics or is it something else?
- It’s not about politics, it’s social!

- What do you mean?

- I don’t like these people. (...) Some were my friends but I realized that they are not
honest. (...) They don’t like each other, and they don’t like us, but only because of
politics they are together. So it’s just the opposite of what you say: in politics, we are
together, but the problem is social, with the people. (...) Moreover, I don’t trust
them, we don’t know how they are going to vote for the USFC [in the second round
of the elections].”

A few meters away, Anis, another FPM activist in the university, was setting up his
own stand. He installed a big orange poster displaying his name and the position for
which he was running, a senior (third year) seat in the Faculty of Arts and Sciences. “I
am taking a stand, literally” he told me with a humoristic tone. “This alliance is purely
for electoral purposes. I was against it. The majority of our group didn’t share my
views. Democracy in the FPM kicked me out!” he explained, stating that it was
important for him to expose his views and that he hoped to attract many votes from
FPM supporters who would prefer to support him rather than the candidates of the
unified list. From that moment, Anis started a campaign on his own, walking around
the alleys surrounding West Hall to engage conversation with students and try to
convince them to vote for him, most of the time accompanied by his girlfriend.
Wearing trendy clothes, he also displayed ostentatiously a Christ pendant around his
neck.

164



It’s not about politics, it’s social

Commentary

Key themes emerged from that short early morning scene. Lea's comment about the
social dimension of her rejection played a central part in the construction of my
understanding of the situation. A blatant conflict emerges between the two flows of
interactions shaping the electoral process in AUB. The decision taken by the political
forces of the “national opposition”*** to unify their parties in a front against the March
14 campaign, “Students at Work”, is criticized by FPM students. Some of the
discontents come from the eviction of one candidate implied by the merge of the
Aounist and the “We Will” lists*>2. However, the posture taken by Lea and Anis signals
a more profound rejection. As Lea did that day, Anis explained his refusal of the
alliance by pointing out the disaffection between FPM supporters on the one hand and
Amal or PSP followers on the other:

“We don't even like each other! On the other side, the Lebanese Forces and Future
Movement are really allied and never fight or at least they did it inside, they don't
let their fights being decided by other parties. They have common views, right or
wrong, but they have common views. Their alliance is based on common ground.
(...) We don't have common ground in our alliances. That was my point. That was
why I ran as independent during elections. (...) But they didn't want to lose. I said
that losing is not a problem if you prove your point and prove to your people that
you are still on the same views we started with. I tried to show this, but it's hard to
convince someone to lose.”153

Both Lea and Anis condemned the electoral nature of the agreement by
emphasizing the distinction that exists on the campus between the students attached to
the different groups. In that sense, they reveal a conflict opposing the interactions of
partisan forces on the national scale and the student interactions at the micro level of
everyday life in their campus. In their views, electoral groupings that participate in the
elections are constructed as embodiments of segments of the social structure. It seems
that in a configuration in which the boundaries are eclipsed by the electoral agreement,

I The gathering of Hezbollah, Amal, and FPM, alongside smaller movements (mainly the Marada of
Northern Lebanon landlord Sleiman Franjieh, the Armenian party of Tachnag, and the SSNP) against
the then governing coalition of March 14. The opposition was generally referred to as “March 8
coalition”, however, the FPM as a political force participated in the demonstration held on March 14,
2005, and not in the one of March 8.

152 A few minutes after my conversations with Lea and Anis, agitation arose in front of the “Order of
the Engineers” stands. One student, with the help of his friends, wrote his name with a pen on the
poster displaying the FPM candidates in the faculty of Engineering. The rest of the group rapidly
intervened and the tag was concealed by a white paper stapled on the placard.

153 Anis, interview with the author: November 30, 2010 [in English].
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Lea and Anis insisted on the social differentiation in order to maintain the delimitation.
They refused to be positioned on the basis of an electoral coalition that does not
represent for them an accurate image of the social system existing on the campus and,
beyond, in the country. The system they perceive divides the Lebanese society — hence
the student population — in sub-groups understood as embodiments of partisan labels
articulated to confessional backgrounds. These sub-groups are defined as much by
their own characteristics as by their relations. In the narrative FPM members mobilize,
their sub-group is considered “Christian” in its background but favorable to
coexistence — which distinguishes it from the LF, Christian but advocating separate
development of communities. Although the content of the definition of attributes
varies according to the dominant identity narratives in each sub-group, all globally
agree on the boundaries between them. FPM as well as LF members acknowledge the
same symbolic borders. Yet, they don't give them the same meaning. The social
system is thus constructed upon the habitualization of fragmentation and concurrent
narratives related to it. A position in interactional setting relies on a storyline, a
narrative that justifies it and which are usually taken for granted by the participants
(Davies &Harré 1990). Here however, the storyline “electoral alliance” seems not
enough to support a position associated with what is perceived as alien social
components. As was the case in Silvio’s story, the actors refuse to endorse in the
course of interaction an identity label that does not reflect their perception of their self.

Lea’s remark about politics also highlighted a specific definition of what is
political. In my question, | was not referring to the alliances organizing the party
system but rather to the political stance of the FPM. In my mind, their position on
corruption for instance may have given ground to reluctance concerning the
partnership with the Amal Movement, an opinion that regularly arose in my
interviews. However, in her response, her conception of politics was limited to inter-
partisan coalition in the public political scene. By contrast, her re-qualification of the
difference as social illustrates the domination of identification processes — based on an
exclusivist definition of the group — over politics — the necessary cohabitation and
negotiation with the other — I already mentioned about the production of university
territories (Seurat 1985, p. 79). If the political struggle waged by the partisan forces on
the campus’ territory is, after all, the phenomenon that predominantly shapes the
outcome of the electoral process, its main effect remains that it activates perceptions of
the social world relying on irreducible boundaries. In the eyes of students like Lea, the
elections serve less the affirmation of a political domination, without even mentioning
the defense of the students’ rights, than the symbolic proclamation of exclusive
identities. As Michel Seurat himself noted, identity, as proclaimed by Lea, stand
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primarily as a tool to define a relation to the others in a contextualized interactional
setting (Seurat 1985, p. 80). Politically, some of the partisan groups may have
common interests, but they nonetheless remain distinct. So Lea expressed the idea that
they gather around the FPM group in AUB because she recognizes herself in the
collectiveness it incarnates in contrast with the others.

The rejection seemed even stronger in the case of Anis. Not only he refused to join
the “We Will” electoral list, but he engaged in the battle as an independent. At first
sight, his decision may have appeared as a tactical move from the FPM group: as every
student can designate as many competitors as there are seats to conquer independently
of the lists established by the student coalitions, the movement, by presenting one of
its members outside the official candidates of the opposition coalition, offered the
opportunity for his constituency to remove one of the Amal-PSP contenders and select

Anis instead. In doing so, they may ensure that the FPM gets at the end more nominees

than its allies considering that most of people vote for pre-arranged unified lists**.

However, it was not the case. His rejection of the alliance with Amal and the PSP led
him to openly reconsider his link with the FPM:

“Some still like Michel Aoun but some are disappointed about the outcomes. (...)
Some disagree with Michel Aoun’s and FPM'’s current politics, their alliances and
views. (...) Mainly it’s the alliance with people who don't share his political views.
Some alliances now are completely unexplainable...the people don't share the same
idea. I mean with Hezbollah and Harakat Amal and now with the PSP. I think that
each one has its own ideas, its own goals for Lebanon. And alliances are just based
in numbers, not based on common views. (...) August 7 [2001] was when FPM was
really on its views and fighting with nothing for what it believed was right. (...) |
still believe in those views and I think that current decisions are not based on these
common views. After 2006, FPM started to drift away from this base, they are not
the same. (...), I am very nostalgic of this time, and of 2005: I think it was the only
election when FPM went through really believing on its principles. (...)I tried here in
the university [to bring the spirit back] in demanding that FPM runs as
independent, but FPM members, who are maybe very intelligent, didn't want
to...they also seek their own interests and preferred to win with any alliances than
to lose, even if it would have brought the old spirit back. And they have the wrong
beliefs that FPM members will remain FPM members whatever the alliances. (...)
It's not based any more on young people thinking of what is right and what is

> Actually, both the FPM on the one hand and the ticket Amal-PSP on the other apparently used the
strategy of splitting electoral lists in order to overcome its rival within the opposition and to ensure its
domination in the second round of the elections, the USFC vote. At the end of the 2010 elections,
Amal succeeded in gaining the largest number of delegates in both the SRC and the USFC, thus
ensuring the election of one of its member as Vice-President of the USFC.
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wrong. (...) That is why I am not such an active member of the FPM. Many members
are like me, at least here. (...) I still think that many MPs and ministers from the
FPM are working for the good of the country but I think the only problem with FPM
is their alliances: it's not based on any common ground.”155

As was the case for Silvio’s, his example illustrates a contrario how participation
in student elections can be seen as the translation of one's identification with the group.
To be attached to the FPM is at first demonstrating this link in collective interaction by
taking the position of a follower. When the “We Will” list failed representing an image
of the group Anis had constructed, it led him to reconsider his involvement. He refused
to continue to publicly endorse a positioning as FPM member. His withdrawal allows
understand how student elections offer the scene to express publicly identification with
a group, first of all because they ensure year after year the reaffirmation of partisan
identity within the campus. Staging his own distance with the FPM let also Anis
openly affirm the limit of the identification he experienced with the group at that
moment. His words indicate that, if he was still inserted within the social network of
the movement, his sense of belonging to a collective project declined, precisely
because he thought FPM had lost his identity in the path it chose. Moreover, the idea
of lost identity refers to the own interpretation of Anis, examining what he considered
as the heart of the group. To say that the movement changed, that it didn’t follow its
initial views suggests an introspective analysis inclining him to think that the FPM
does not correspond to the image he formed of it and therefore cannot support his
sense of self anymore: “I don't know [if I still consider myself as “FPM”]. I don't
know, really...I still believe in the initial views, but | don't know if I am still an FPM
member°.

The focalization of Anis’s critics on alliances evokes a closed definition of the
group. During our first meeting he insisted that:

“In Brazil, no one cares about other people's religion. So when I came here I didn't
even know my religion! I didn't know my religion before I came to Lebanon and talk
with people asking about religions. I learned that there are different religions.
Outside, all the Lebanese people are the same: all our friends are from all the
religions and all of them have almost the same views about the country. But when
they come to Lebanon, they differentiate between religion and political views. (...)
The division here is really based on religions. When [ first came, I rarely went to
West-Beirut and actually, I think I never came until I was 15 or 16. We lived in East-
Beirut and we never crossed the 'border’, it is like a border, and when you go from

155 Anis, interview with the author: November 30, 2010 [In English].
138 |bid.
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one region to another, you don't feel that outside Lebanon that you have regions for
religions. Here, people look at you based on your religion. They don't look at you as
a person. That was a little bit strange when I came. Then I got used to it, like
everyone.”157

The Lebanese structure therefore underlines in his perception religious belonging
and intergroup differentiation. Lebanon is a society made of boundaries. Although he
stated in the same interview that “Lebanon as | wish would be when religions are
apart from politics”, he also voiced many opinions shaped by this perception of
division between sects. His nostalgia of the pre-2005 era is also the regret of a lost
unity among Christians, which he attributed to the struggle for leadership between
Michel Aoun and Samir Geagea™®. So his reminiscence of the past ideals of the Party
is at least partially related with the deception caused by division between Christians.
Interestingly, his original environment, the Lebanese emigrates’ community in Brazil,
Is described with the same image of unity. Anis seems at the same time to regret and
reproduce sectarian fragmentations. In that sense, the FPM alliances with Muslim
groups such as Amal, Hezbollah, and more recently PSP, came in a way in
contradiction with this construction of reality Anis operated in the Lebanese context.
However when we met in May, although he noted that Amal didn’t represent a reliable
partner in AUB and expressed doubts about the alliance with Hezbollah because of the
May 7 events, he didn’t question his own affiliation with the FPM.

Two hypotheses may help understand how student elections led him to reconsider
his position. First, it might be because 2010 elections in AUB saw for the first time
PSP students join the coalition. In May, he explained that his father, originated from
the Aley region, had been caught into the war of the Mountain, opposing the Lebanese
Forces and the PSP in 1983-1984: “My father was living in a region that was
evacuated. The Lebanese Forces took him with them to Deir al-Qamar. He was with
150 men from the LF and was the only one that was not engaged. They were not from
the region but come to fight the PSP and the Syrians. So he had to lead them to Deir
al-Qamar”**°. Second, and, in my opinion, more convincingly, the university elections
forced him to take a position in his everyday interaction. To use Lea’s words, until
then, the FPM’s alliances were a “political” choice but became “social” when it was

57 Anis, interview with the author: May 25, 2010 [in English].

%8 He explained: “Before 2005, when Michel Aoun was in France and Samir Geagea still in jail,
Christians were still together. They liked each other, they had common views: they wanted Syria out,
they wanted independence, and young people forgot about what happened [during the war]”. Anis,
interview with the author: November 30, 2010 [in English].

9 Anis, interview with the author: May 25, 2010 [in English].
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necessary for him to position himself in the interactional flow on the campus. The
allocated position proposed to him implied the concrete endorsement of these
alliances, the affirmation of a common belonging uniting the groups of the opposition.
Anis rejected it, reiterating several times that “there is no common ground in these
alliances”. From a causality point of view, it is difficult to say whether it was his
rejection of the electoral gathering that triggered his detachment. However, the
rhetoric of the betrayal of the FPM ideals as well as the constant reference to the
Party’s allies clearly indicates that since this episode, he had not been able to fully
recognize himself in the movement any more.

His evolution thus demonstrates how elections concretely establish positions in the
interactions unfolding in the university setting and how they are intrinsically
connected to the sense of belonging of the students. It also acknowledges the
importance of concrete circumstances experienced by the actor in the birth, evolution,
and transformation of their identifications. The social link building the group is not
immutable but rather an evolving process negotiated in the flow of experience.
Starting from Lea’s and Anis’s reluctance to approve an electoral alliance, it was
demonstrated that elections are perceived as an event allocating meaning to students’
relative location in the university territory. The competing groups are considered as
incarnation of social sub-cultures. Consequently, elections enable the interpretation —
l.e. the embodiment — of the character of the partisan follower, envisaged as
constitutive of the self. As such, they constitute a positioning context that plays an
important role in the materialization of the processes of identification experienced by
the students. The electoral moment thus clearly highlights the issue of positioning in
the university setting. But positioning oneself as a group member is not invariable: as
an interactional process, it is negotiated. Lea used the dialectic between political
alliance and social belonging to mark her distance without refuting her place as a
follower of the FPM. She afterward participated in the polls along her comrades. Anis
on the contrary mobilized the rhetoric of original purity and change to construct his
distance with the group. In both cases, the time and scene of the electoral process was
the occasion to elaborate and display their sense of belonging in reference to partisan
identity.

Although the scene reveals some disjunctions and conflicts between the inter-
partisan and the intra-student levels, both are participating together to the elaboration
of the interactional setting in which social identities based upon partisan labels are
produced and staged. Despite the agreement to unify the opposition lists, every party
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tried to override its allies™. Identity claims and the struggle for appropriation of the
university space therefore proved stronger than the politics of coalition observed at the
national level. But once again, this phenomenon seems to reflect a more structural
tendency existing in the political system. As is the case in the Lebanese scene, the
parties inside AUB endorsed the status of social segment representatives, negotiating
between each other for a share of power. As observed in scene one, beyond the facade
concord, all parties tried to secured a “bigger slice of the cake”, to paraphrase Malek.
This attitude fueled social distinction — parallel to representations of the students. The
system in which student mobilizations occur remains therefore determined by a
grammar dividing the social between groups in opposition to one another.

C) Scene three: Students at work

Tuesday, November 23, 2010. D-Day. The first students arrived on the campus around
8, walking through the impressive deployment of security forces. While groups of
soldiers from the Lebanese army and Internal Security Forces guards were stationed in
Bliss Street, protecting AUB main gate, inside, employees of the university double
checked the identity of any trespasser. Only students who had paid their tuition fees
for the coming semester could enter the campus. For outsiders, it was necessary to
benefit from an authorization granted by the administration. Your name was then put
on the list of the “Captain”, the head of the AUB security.

The early comers were activists. They gathered in strategic places, in front of the
future voting points to arrange their final strategy around a quick breakfast. The cluster
supporting the March 14 coalition presented a group strong of around twenty students
wearing yellow construction vests. They brought key-rings, scarves, stickers, and T-
shirts of the same color. These initial moments confirmed that the match would be
decided between three main groups: “Students at Work” (March 14), “Alternative
Front” (secular and leftist AUB clubs), and “We Will”. If the different components of
this last coalition coordinated together, each party nevertheless worked mainly on its
own. In front of a cell only made of FPM followers, around ten persons, Malek
organized a small briefing. After reminding the main tasks assigned to each of them,
he gave the cell-phone provided by the Party to one of his subordinates. It would be
one of the rare appearances of the FPM leader in AUB during that day, another
indication that what matters was handled in private, in some back-scene setting.

190 After the elections of the 2010 USFC, both members of the Amal-PSP coalition and of the FPM
tried to ally with representatives of March 14 to ensure the election of one of their members as Vice-
President. A student from the Amal Movement was finally elected.
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The student masses showed one hour later. From that moment, the arrangements
organized by the groups became clear. Two main spots of activities emerged: West
hall in the higher campus and the surrounding of the Engineering faculty in the lower
part of the university. These two sites being related to the two most populated
faculties: Arts and Sciences (FAS) and Engineering and Architecture (FEA). In front
of these spots, some students questioned every person they came across to inquire
about his or her faculty, discipline, and voting intentions, while others were in charge
of distributing the programs and lists of candidates to the crowd. The formers widely
differ in forms: “Students at Work™ platform looked like small magazines, made of
fine paper and incorporating photos of each of their candidates, whereas the
“Alternative Front” uses simple black and white paper sheets®®. The “We Will”
campaign didn’t even distributed programs, even if some were sent by emails directly
to the students, at least in the faculty of Engineering. The contents of the electoral
platforms were scarce, limited to general propositions to enhance the student’s
conditions (opening of studying spaces, change of the credit system, improvement of
the cafeteria, development of financial aids, etc.) and, in the case of the “Alternative
Front”, broad political messages (secularism, boycott of Israel, freedom of expression,
etc.). No mention of partisan positioning was present. The lists of candidates
distributed were small and each sheet completely filled by the names of the candidates.
Besides electoral material, the groups circulated stickers or cell-phone covers for the
students.

Activists were continuously talking on the phone, holding lists of names. These
lists indicated the surnames, first names, partisan preference, and reference (the
activist in charge of contacting him/her) of each enrolled student for a given faculty.
Some team leaders were regularly reported the latest progresses. When the electoral
operations really started, at 10 am, another display emerged. The supporters of the
various lists gathered along the barriers that guided the path to the voting rooms. Every
time a student reached that point, he or she was met by this crowd inquiring about his
or her name and reminding about the rules to follow: “Just circle the number of the
candidates on the ballot papers, not their names!” Suddenly, in the routine of the
discussions between activists and passing students, an undergraduate answered that he
didn’t vote yet. Immediately, one, then two and three supporters of the “Alternative
Front” encircled him and designated a girl among them to guide him to the polls.
During the day, many students were thus escorted to the path with much insistence,
surrounded by supporters of one or several groups, each one trying to be the last to

'L The programs of “Students at Work” and of the “Alternative Front” are presented in the appendix.
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speak to him or her and to put the chosen list in his or her hand. After five hours on
intense activity, the pace slowed and the campus was left progressively emptied of its
population. The alleys leading from the main entrance to West Hall seemed strangely
quiet after the overflow of movement they witnessed earlier. Around 4 o’clock, the
activists would finally go to the voting rooms themselves and, once all of them would
have cast their votes, they would throw their lists in the air, in a din of applause and
shouts.

Sounds and visuals were indeed important components of the scene displayed in
the setting of the campus. From the morning, the outburst of multiple tints struck the
eye. Rival groups wore distinctive clothing of the theme color they chose for their
campaign. These colors have no specific meaning and change every year. They are not
symbolic but distinctive. However, activists often wear accessories displaying the
colors associated with their political groups: orange for the FPM, green for Amal, blue
for the Future Movement. Students also customized their clothes with stickers, scarves,
badges and all sort of gadgets. The physical space of the campus was itself turned into
a contest of colors, especially in the areas designated for the display of placards.
Usually filled with information about student activities or university’s life, they
became during the campaign and even more during the day of elections a battle field.
At regular interval, each side intended to cover all the posters of its rivals, changing
the shade of the landscape. Beyond the willingness to distinguish between the
competing lists, the clothes of the activities also aimed at marking their partisan
identities. Noticeably, in the early hours of the electoral agitation, students from
Hezbollah were distributing their recognizable black scarves to their supporters.
Taking them from a gigantic plastic bag, two activists were providing their comrades
with this highly identifiable symbol. Many of the FPM students, in addition to the blue
t-shirts of the “We Will” campaign and the orange accessories reminding of their
political stands, also paraded with a dark keffiyeh of their ally.

With the campus waving like a beehive, the space was saturated with sounds.
However, it rarely took the form of vocal contest between competitors. Except for the
final moments in which activists of a given side went to vote in turn, the rivals did not
engage in openly demonstrative voicing. The sound that emerged was more related to
the ongoing flow of activity: people calling each other, shouting instructions, or
inquiring about students’ participation. During the previous days, vocal battles were
also extremely rare. Only once did the rival groups of “We Will” and “Students at
Work” confront each other with songs and slogans, and it was related to the presence
of journalists from a TV channel. It seemed during the all week that the competition
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for the appropriation of the space was limited to the disclosure of the results and its
aftermath celebrations.

Commentary

The practices of the student activists on the occasion of elections constitute a ritualized
know-how. The three main groups in competition use the same techniques that a
reproduced years after years. When | first discovered AUB polls during the year of my
exchange studies in 2002, the political context as well as the alliances completely
differed but the behaviors displayed the very same characteristics. The routinized
nature of these performances grants them the normalized and recurring dimension of
rituals (Kertzer 1988, p. 9).

The origins of such practices are multiple. However, they seem largely inspired by
the functioning of the partisan electoral machine at the national level: the control
exercised on the lists of voters, the calls and personal encouragement to participate to
the polls, the continuous verification of who has effectively voted, are all found during
elections held in the country, either parliamentary or local. Even the form of the
electoral lists is similar to the ones used in voting operations outside the university.
However, if those small sheets of paper filled with the candidates’ names without any
remaining space aim at avoiding split-ticket voting by providing ready to use lists with
no possibility for the voters to erase one name and replace it by another, they are
useless in the context of the university where the ballots are printed by the
administration and only require from the students to circle the number of the candidate
they chose.

The importation of partisan practices and habits may come from the intervention of
the parties' organizations and human networks in the voting process. The mobilization
of the electoral machine of the parties in the university is primarily a mobilization of
resources. Human resources first, as a vast number of students take part every year in
the electoral campaign. The groups in competition need the support of many in order
to maximize the impact of their pre-election work: identify the students and make sure
they vote. These flocks of people who gather in front of the ballot rooms, who call
their fellow students to convince them to show up, who relay the information to the
team leaders, who ask everyone passing by if he or she voted, are recruited beyond the
nucleus of politically active students on the campus. Being the climax of partisan
mobilization, the campaign stimulates participation further than any other activity
organized by partisan groups during the year. Additionally, the material resources
employed are considerable. According to the March 14 representative, the 2010
campaign cost 10,000 dollars. Rumors circulating among students evoked the double.
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Political parties provided the money needed to buy all the accessories, but also to pay
cellphone bills, or even transportation for students who were unable to reach the
university on the day of the elections. If the amount of money injected into university
politics has been criticized inside as well as outside the arena of the campus®®?,
students interestingly never complained about alleged vote buying. The condemnations
| collected during my years of fieldwork remained limited to stories about the
distribution of prepaid cellphone cards.

Despite the massive intervention of political movements, outside politics is not the
only element to take into account to understand the electoral practices. The continuous
inter-generational transmission of knowledge between the successive flows of students
has also generated the habitualization of the techniques activists deploy during the
decisive day. In that sense, the university elections play a central role in the political
training of the young partisans. Students who engage in these electoral activities learn
the rules of the game from their more experienced fellows. This transmission of
knowledge is moreover pivotal in the construction of the electoral moment as one of
the highlight of the university life. To acquire the skill to run student elections and
actively participate in the event represent one of the discoveries made during the stay
at AUB. Even for the students who are not necessarily engaged in politics, it is
difficult to ignore the event as well as the inter-student socialization it implies. For the
sake of the campaign, the participants have to meet with scores of new comrades and
exchange with them. Within each group, the numerous pre-electoral meetings as well
as the action during the final day construct strong bonds. This may explain the high
participation rate recorded every year'®, far beyond the number of politically active
students. The number of followers active in the electoral machines of the party during
the event is also far more important than the nucleus of young people who animate the
FPM group during the year. The case of Silvio encountered in the introduction of this
chapter is exemplar in that respect.

A key moment in the social system of AUB, the day of elections moreover produce
a political reality. It works as the reminder of the domination of partisan movements
on the public arena. In spite of their strong implantation in the university, political
movements remain relatively discreet in the everyday life of the campus. During the
electoral process in contrast, the domination of these groups openly resurfaces. Thus,
student elections maintain the perceptions that the social structure in AUB setting rests

182 1n 2008, Michel Aoun, leader of the FPM, condemned in an interview to the al-Manar channel the
money paid by the March 14 coalition to finance student elections: “Aoun afraid political money
reaches universities!”, Al-Manar website: November 8, 2008.

183 Official data for 2009 and 2010 SRC elections are presented in the appendix.
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above all on partisan identities. Through their objective domination made possible
thanks to their strong implantation and the mobilization of their resources, the parties
impose the subjective definition of reality as fragmented between political groups.
Symbolically, elections reaffirm the prevalence of an interpretation of lived space as a
field structured by partisan competition. The use of distinctive clothing for instance, as
the case of the scarves worn by Hezbollah supporters demonstrates, serves as
representation of the identities embodied by the political groups. These black kdfiyat
symbolize the fighters of the Islamic resistance who usually wear them, but are also
primarily related to the Shiite symbolism as they most of all appear during the period
of ‘Ashird’, their black color referring to the mourning of Imam Husayn martyred in
Karbala in the year 680'%*. Such markers therefore support identity narratives about the
partisan groups, positioning them in relation to one another in terms of present
political stands (the resistance against those who campaign for the disarmament of
Hezbollah) and sectarian backgrounds (Shia against Sunni Muslims), illustrating once
more the imbrication between partisan and religious references. These relational
claims about identity about the competitors are publicly reasserted at the occasion of
student elections and highlighted in the interplay between actors.

Political competition between partisan forces and the process of distinction
between students both exacerbated during the electoral procedure thus construct the
university territory of AUB as a fragmented space. | this divided setting everyone is
potentially positioned in reference to labels perceived as incarnation of coexisting
idiosyncratic social groups. Joint participation of distinctive groupings gives these
gatherings all their meaning through the affirmation of their boundaries. It underlines
the circumstantial and relational nature of identification processes as the case of
University Saint-Joseph also illustrates.

164 fshira’ literally refers to the tenth (‘dshiird means the tenth day) of the Islamic month of
Muharram remembered as the day of the death of Husayn, son of the Imam Ali and grand-son of the
Prophet Mohammad, massacred along with members of his family in the battle of Karbala. The killing
was ordred by Yazid, caliph of the Ummayad, upon the conflict opposing the Shiites, partisans of the
Ahl al-Bayt (People of the House — referring to the family of the Prophet), and the Sunnis rejecting the
exclusive legitimacy of the family of the Prophet. According to the story, Husayn was killed after ten
days of a heroic resistance. The commemoration thus lasts for these ten days, each one corresponding
to one specific episode, the climax being reached on the day of ‘dshird. Ashiira represents the
founding myth of Shia Muslims (Mervin 2000, 2007).
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2. EPISODE TWO: A RITE OF INSTITUTION? ELECTORAL MEETINGS
AMONG USJ STUDENTS

The situation in the Saint-Joseph University notably differs from the AUB case
because of the Christian social, spatial and political environment. The electoral
competition is deeply marked by the rivalry between the FPM and the Lebanese
Forces, even if other partisan actors play a role in the contest. Starting from the
elections of the year 2008, the impact of the duel is explored in reference to its social
function, using the concept of rite of institution proposed by Pierre Bourdieu.
According to him, these rituals consecrate the social significance of specific
boundaries (1991 [1982], p. 117). My hypothesis is that the routinized and symbolic
activities organized by the group during student elections intend to institute and
legitimize its difference regarding to the outsiders. They participate to the affirmation
of a separating line defined in reference to identity narratives that create an “arbitrary
boundary” (ibid., p. 118) and can thus, in spite of some limitations, be analyzed in a
discussion of Bourdieu’s insight about the power of rituals to assign properties of
social nature and consequently build “real” social oppositions. Student group
behaviors aim at “sanctioning and sanctifying a difference (...) by making it known
and recognized (...)” (ibid., p. 119).

6__ A1 & L34

A) Scene one: “ma‘'n3”, “dedni

Tuesday, October 21, 2008. Alain called me around 8 pm to inform me that the USJ
students in the faculty of Economics would held their first pre-electoral meeting that
night, in the Queen’s Plaza building, the location of the former FPM headquarters in
Jdeydeh, in the northern suburb of Beirut. As | arrived in the second floor office, the
organization of the work was immediately visible: three tables were scattered in the
vast room, each gathering around a dozen of activists, males in majority, distributed by
year of studies. They were all busy scrutinizing lists of enrolled students, copied from
the administration of the university or even photographed and then printed. The
ambiance seemed studious yet relaxed. The activity was simple: one member was
reading the names and, afterwards the others answered: “ma ‘nd” [“with us”], “dednd”
[“against us™], or “neutre” [systematically said in French]. The operation was repeated
several times during the night, classifying the population of the faculty into those three
categories. Students call this a “pointage” [also always in French]. “We count
approximately and the next day we try to have a feedback on that. Tomorrow, we will
start the fieldwork in the campus, which means to discuss with the neutrals to convince
them to vote for us” explained a second year student during the meeting.
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The work was supervised by the FPM coordinator in the faculty of Economics as
well as the representative of the Party for the whole campus of Huvelin. They visited
regularly each table and in turn informed Alain, at that time the head of FPM Student
Affairs in charge of private universities in Beirut. The controllers never stayed at one
place for long, multiplying aside conversations among them or with the more
experienced activists in charge of advising the students realizing the pointages. The
meeting thus appeared as a superposition of group work and back-scene exchanges,
with some insuring the link between the two dimensions.

Suddenly, after one hour of work, the second year students exulted, claiming to
have a margin of fourteen votes over their rivals. Immediately, Doni, representative of
the FPM in Huvelin, reacted: “/ want you to do a ‘pointage pessismiste’ [a “pessimistic
scrutiny”, said in French in the middle of an Arabic sentence]” he warned as he
reached the table of the second year students. “But | am sure to win” answered the
future candidate, “l got 72 votes and they got only 50! Doni replied immediately: “I
will do it again with you. Don’t count anyone who is not 100% sure to be with us”.

The list of the second year students was studied again, using this time a slightly
different categorization: the neutrals were divided between those having a positive
attitude toward the FPM (“neutres plus”) and those who seemed closer to the Lebanese
Forces views (“neutres moins”). When the students found themselves unable to
categorize someone, they discussed about his or her acquaintances or asked one of the
more experienced activists who had been working in the university for years. They
might know the person in question, his or her friends, or a member of his or her
family. When the problem remained unsolved, the first option was to ask for the cell
phone paid by the Party — the “Telephone al-Maktab” [the phone of the office] — to call
a classmate who would possibly provide an answer. “From which region does he
come?” constituted the last mean to determine uncertain cases.

The time passed with a continuous litany of names, followed by the same
comments: “ma‘nd” or “dednd”. After around two and a half hours spent examining
the enrolment lists, most of the participants went back home, leaving only the senior
activists. It was then around midnight and Doni announced that he would like to work
a bit on the electoral program. Only eight activists remained and the work was not
intensive. A computer was brought in and a draft program opened. A few ideas were
discussed: to organize a “Founders’ Day” in imitation of AUB, to set up a game to
attribute the rare available parking places between the students who demanded one, to
ask the administration to create assistant positions for deserving students, to organize a
“Job fair” to facilitate employment of the graduates, and a photo exhibition about the
civil war entitled “student citizen”. Finally, the possibility to create a website to
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present the program was proposed. No more than one hour was devoted to the
discussion. It was then time to tide up and close the office. The discussion between the
five last students continued in the stairs and then in the car back to Beirut: “Think
about bringing stress-balls and pens for the elections, it would be great!”

Commentary

Being the first of a series of gathering organized between the 21™ of October and the
7" of November 2008, date of the elections, this meeting was also typical. The
successive encounters were similarly dedicated to the realization of “pointages”, until
the eve of the D-day. The activity of scrutinizing the list of enrolled students is both
repeated every year and symbolic. As such, it participates in the institutionalization
and the ritualization of behaviors observed during the moment of university elections.
Starting from this specific activity, it seems possible to draw the structure of
signification — or the grammar as | named it in the introductive section of this chapter
— of student politics. The collective practices observed indeed work as a web of
significations the actors are using and in which they are evolving. The “pointage” can
be considered as a favorite mode in the students' repertoire of action aiming at drawing
a line between a “we” and a “them”. A line that symbolizes the essence of the social
distinction, the ultimate delimitation as the handling of the case of neutral people
illustrates: even they have to be classified between the two rival groups. Significantly,
symbols are sometimes drawn on the lists in front of the names to illustrate affiliation:
a triangle imitating the Cedar, symbol of the LF, and a “V”, symbolizing the FPM
logo.

The duality of the universe displayed by the praxis observed during this and the
subsequent meetings refers of course to the competition opposing the two main
political forces implanted in Huvelin: the FPM and the Lebanese Forces. Even if other
parties are part of the process, the classification remains between “Tayyar” and
“Quwwat”. This distinction operates at several levels and not only in the here and now
of the electoral campaign in USJ as it originates from the struggle that opposed the two
sides at the end of the Lebanese wars in 1989-1990, and it echoes a political strife in
the national scene. Consequently, it follows that the boundary that sustain the structure
of signification produce by the practice of scrutiny is of triple nature in reference to the
shaping of the students' political culture as defined by Daniel Cefai (2001, p. 95-96). It
is first a structure of temporality as it consists in the actualization in the time and space
of USJ elections of a social distinction previously constructed. It is secondly a
structure of interaction because in that context, being “Tayyar” only acquires meaning
because others are positioned as “Quwwat”. Finally, it is a structure of relevance: the

179



Chapter Two

boundary institutes meaning about the social and the way it is perceived. It establishes
a frame of interpretation of the reality experienced by the students in their university.

The signification introduced by the collective behaviors of the FPM students relies
on identity narratives that aim at framing the distinction. Those storylines use
symbolic references in order to describe every LF supporter as a deviant: “one who is
different from the rest of us, who cannot or will not act as a moral human being”
(Becker 1997, p. 34). On that night, when | asked Emile, a third year student in
Economics | encountered at the beginning of my research, how he and his fellow-
students were able to categorize people, he told me: “Honestly, we can infer from
one’s look to which group he belongs (...). They [LF militants] are from another kind
of society...they are thugs, in the true sense of the term. They are bad people. They
wear necklace with their cross-sword [the symbol of the LF militia] so everybody can
see it. (...) We try to socialize with the newcomers because many support the FPM but
they are scared because they are victims of agressions™'®®. At several occasions during
the following gatherings, students came to me to discuss the way they perceived the
difference between themselves and their rivals. The most striking remark | heard was
this comment Rawad, another third year student, shared spontancously with me: “We
are not the same kind of people (...). Did you notice the difference between our profile
and theirs? | mean, it's not that we have a better political view, but did you see the
human difference? (...) They like to go down in the street with a gun and stay there,
just to block the road and claim [the street] is theirs™.

Segregation is thus argued by students to be social and not political. It apparently
depends on differentiated morals related to opposite universes built throughout the
history of social relations between the LF and the FPM. It is mainly the armed conflict
between the two groups that informed the distinction. The war was waged by Michel
Aoun's Army in the name of the restoration of the State and its rule of Law against the
chaos embodied by the militiamen. This military opposition has been perpetuated
through a political antagonism between the centralism of the State and the autonomy
of the confessional segments. Though the content of the political programs of the two

1% Emile, interview with the author: October 21, 2008. The original statement was in French:
“Franchement, on peut juger sur le look du type...ils [les FL] sont une autre gamme sociale, ce sont
des gens méchants au vrai sens du terme, ils sont vilains. Ils mettent une croix-glaive bien visible. (...)
On essaie de sociabiliser avec les 1 années car beaucoup sont CPL mais ils ont vraiment peur a la
fac, ils sont victimes d’agressions”. Emile's portrait is detailed in Chapter Four and Chapter Six.

1% Rawad, interview with the author: October 30, 2008. In this case, military outfits or laid-back
attitudes were pointed out as clues about party membership. The original statement was in French:
“Nous n’appartenons pas a la méme catégorie de gens. Est-ce que tu as vu la différence entre le type
de personne de chez nous et le type de personne de chez eux? Niveau allure, non pas qu’on ait une
meilleure politique qu’eux mais...tu as vu la différence de style, de profil, de type?”
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movements has changed, their opposition remain. Finally, these contradictions further
articulate in the eyes of FPM supporters a social distinction between civilized people
from the city and the thugs from the periphery. Again this representation comes from
the experience of the LF militia. While the first Christian armed-groups organized
around 1975 were composed of volunteer students and urban small bourgeoisie, the
continuation of the conflict saw an important transformation of the social origins of the
members: in the 1980s, the LF was formed of professional fighters recruited among
unemployed people from rural areas (Picard 1994, p. 155). Rawad's claims have to be
considered as symbolic narratives, whose composition has to be analyzed in relation to
the process of social distinction between the two groups. In this regard, the positions
allocated to the student population strongly incorporate the storyline elaborated among
the FPM group about militia vs. order. Depending on the partisan labels attached to
them, students are inscribed in this narrative about collective identity: LF supporters
embody the militia past of their organization and their behaviors are said to be
determined by the party’s perceived militia identity. The interpretation of the students
about the act of making a “pointage” as such is also dependent on the identity
narrative mobilized to define the groups: “as they are an extremist party, they base
their scrutiny on sectarian membership (...), but ours is only based on political
views™*?".

As the question about geographical origin of one student presented in the scene one
indicates, it however happened during my observations that the sectarian criteria was
used to make a guess about the political stand of some students, mainly Muslims (the
Sunnis being consider as against the FPM and the Shiites in favour of the Party, due to
its alliance with Hezbollah). In addition, | have not noticed whether the Lebanese
Forces use a different method to realize their “pointages”. From what | was able to
see, the technique they employed seemed extremely similar to what | observed more
deeply among FPM students. Therefore the signification of the praxis depends not on
the doing as such, but on the being of the actor. Here, to quote Bourdieu, “[t]he power
of the categorical judgement of attribution, realised through the institution, is so great
that is capable of resisting all practical refutations.” (Bourdieu 1991[1982], p. 124)

As was the case in AUB, the electoral programs in USJ do not focus much
attention of the students. They mainly consist of cosmetic side-products of the
mobilization. Only a handful of activists participate in their redaction, using the
models established during the previous years. As a former FPM coordinator in Huvelin

187 Marko, interview with the author: October 27, 2008. The original statement was in French: “Parce
qu’ils sont un parti extremist, ils basent leur pointage sur l’appartenance communautaire (...). alors
que nous, c¢’est purement politique.”
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told me during the electoral campaign: “Only three or four people write the programs,
which are always almost the same for the various faculties, to display a general vision
for the whole university (...). To mobilize as many people as possible beyond politics,
we say that we don’t care about political issues...we say that but it’s not true [laughs]!
The aim is to attract neutrals, so that is what we do. (...) Who write the programs? It is
always the same ones, it’s well known...those who know how to read and write
[laughs] "1¢®

The programs are for example apparently deprived of political references, focusing
rather on the organization of social activities or on the improvement of the relation
between the students and the administration of the university. The form also appears
more important than the content. Precisely in 2008, the LF and its allies in March 14
produced a remarkable program: an actual hard cover A4 book of thirty pages, printed
on glossy paper, incorporating photos, and personally addressed to every student of the
campus with a name tag and a letter. Undoubtedly produced by professionals, this
master piece only briefly mentioned general political stands such as “independence”
and “sovereignty” in its short introduction before proposing along the next pages
ambitious activities such as a trip to Vienna, a journey in hot-air balloon, or a cruise on
the Mediterranean Sea*®.

Nevertheless, the deletion of the political dimension is largely fictional. First, some
symbols may come as reminders of the partisan identities of the groups in competition:
the Cedar displayed on the March 14 program is for example immediately identifiable
with the logo of the Lebanese Forces. Second, most of the students perfectly know
which political forces stand behind every candidate. This is due to the domination of
the partisan perception of space on the one hand, and to the fact that the candidates
themselves proclaim in many occasions their own affiliation, yet often cautiously
using a graduated scale (independent backed by a party, party supporter, party
member). If the programs formally do not exhibit any political signs as such, they are
still identified with parties. Third, the propensity to claim political neutrality is in itself
ambiguous. Certainly, it represents a tactical mean to persuade the largest possible
number of voters. But at the same time, discussions between students on the campus

1% Karl, interview with the author: October 23, 2008. The original statement was in French: “seules
deux ou trois personnes écrivent le programme qui est commun, pour une vision globale pour une
Amicale entiére (...). Pour ramener le plus de gens possible au-dela de la politique, on dit qu’on s’en
fout de la politique...on dit ¢ca, mais ce n’est pas vrai, on ne s’en fout pas [rires]! Le jeu est d’attirer
les indépendants, donc on fait ¢a. (...) Qui rédige les programmes? Ce sont toujours les mémes, c’est
connu...les gens qui savent écrire et lire [rires]!”

189 Comparatively, the program produced the next year was much more modest: reproducing the
design of the previous one, it consisted in an A5 booklet made of 14 pages.
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during the time of elections concentrate mainly on political issues. For instance, Karl,
who explained the strategic necessity to convince neutrals argued in another occasion
that: “To win votes, it’s easy: you link the situation in the university with the
geopolitics. For example, you say that if they don’t vote for the FPM, the LF will win
and become more popular, thus may win the parliamentary elections. That would
trigger a change in international politics, as Lebanon would join the American axis
and the Christians would be crushed by the Saudi allies of the Americans, who support
the Islamists.” In fact, as he himself put it: “You have different strategies to convince
different people!”*"

Beyond the varied strategies mobilized in the political competition, the key social
processes in action during the electoral circumstances remain essentially the
construction and display of concurrent collective identities. What grants electoral
practices observed among students their institutive nature is their capability to diffuse
or to communicate the partisan distinction they intend to assert. Without a doubt, the
differentiation between FPM and LF members seems to operate far beyond the
relatively small group of students actively engaged in politics in the university. The
core of FPM activists in the faculty of Economics barely exceeds a dozen of people.
However, in the meeting | observed along the years, more than fifty persons were
regularly present. Not all of them could be considered politically active. Nevertheless,
they felt concerned and wanted to position themselves in reference to the division
instituted between the two factions. As Joy, a second year student put it: “This country
sucks. Some work to change things but it is pointless. The children will always believe
the ideology of their parents. But we participate anyway, to flaunt ourselves™™. The
strong participation in pre-electoral meetings highlights the institutionalized dimension
of the polls in the university life. It also serves the interests of the Party, as the more
students join, the more names on the enrolment lists can be identified and classified,
and the better the scrutiny becomes.

More fundamentally, analysis of the voting results provides an essential clue about
the nature of the processes at work in the electoral campaign. First, the high level of

70 Karl, interview with the author: October 23, 2008. The original statement was in French: “Tu sais
trés bien comment ramener des voix, c’est facile: tu rattaches la situation de ['université avec la
géopolitique! Par exemple en disant que si tu ne votes pas CPL, les FL gagnent, donc ils deviennent
plus populaires et gagnent aux élections parlementaires, ce qui provoque un changement dans la
politique international, le Liban basculant dans [’axe américain et les Chrétiens vont étre bouffés par
les alliés Saoudiens des américains qui soutiennent les islamistes. (...) Tu as différentes stratégies
pour convaincre différents types de personnes.”

"1 Jay, interview with the author: October 21, 2008. The original statement was in French: “Ici, ¢ est
merdique, certains travaillent pour changer mais ¢a ne sert a rien, les enfants croient toujours en
l'idéologie, comme leurs parents. Mais on le fait quand-méme, pour s afficher!”
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participation in the elections is a indication of a process of institutionalization of the
vote. The circumstances of the polls in the social setting of the campus encourage the
activation of political affiliations and boundaries among the students, generating the
positioning of almost all the student population through its electoral choices. In 2008,
in the faculty of Economics, the turn-out was outstanding: 379 students out of 425
officially enrolled participated in the polls (111 first-year students out of 125, 98
second-year students out of 105, and 170 third-year students out of 195). The
participation therefore reached 89%. The next year, in 2009, it was still 87% for the
faculty of Economics (420 voters out of 484 enrolled students)'®. In Huvelin, this
ripple effect may be even stronger due to the double polarization of the scene: between
March 14 and March 8 on the one hand, as it exists in the national political field, and,
in the other hand, between the FPM and the LF. However, the available data
concerning the turn-out in AUB elections tend to demonstrate that a high level of
participation often prevails in student elections in the circumstances of the electoral
campaign: 73,6% of AUB students took part in the 2009 SRC elections, and 68,6% the
next year. Yet, in 2010, a revote organized on November 26 for the Sophomores of the
faculty of Arts and Sciences gathered only 35,7% (330/927) of the students against
66,1% (613/927) on the election day'’®. This illustrates the importance of the partisan
electoral machines deployed during the D-day, but also the impact of the interactional
circumstances.

Moreover, according to the electoral rules in effect in USJ in November 2008,
every enrolled student was asked to vote for two candidates to represent his class.
Although the parties always presented a ticket with two contenders, it was perfectly
allowed for the students to choose among all the available candidates, regardless of
their affiliations. On November 7, 2008, the day of the election, | was able to follow
the counting of the ballots in the faculty of Economics. Only five first-year students
out of 111 voters chose two candidates belonging to rival political-based lists. In the
second year, only four persons out of 99 did so and in the third year only nine out of
170", The next year, the election bylaws changed. Students were asked to vote for
pre-arranged lists and not for individual candidates anymore. The only possibility to
demonstrate refusal of the dual dichotomy between the two rival camps was therefore

2 The data were collected through fieldwork observation and completed by the consultation of the
archives of the faculty of Economics in Huvelin, November 12, 2009.

173 5ources: Office of the Student Affairs, American University of Beirut. The data are available in the
appendix.

7 The figures presented here were collected directly in the ballot room during fieldwork as no official
data on that specific issue were released by the university.
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to vote blank. The analysis of the results showed that in the same faculty of
Economics, only five first year students among 173 chose to vote blank, one out of 85
in the second year, one out of 108 in the third year, and none out of 54 in the Master
years'”®. This tends to prove that the electoral moment is used by the students to
position themselves in regard to the distinction introduced by parties’ labels. A
tendency that prevails at the scale of the entire USJ as the relatively small numbers of
elected independent candidates along the years indicates (see tables).

Sources Sources Sources Sources

2007 2008* 2009 2010
FPM LF FPM LF
59

FPM and allies 59 106 106 118 81

LF and allies 41 38 104 134 95 143

Independents 23 15 61 31 45 41

*The numbers do not take into account 11 seats that were submitted to a re-vote.

Sources: Daily newspapers, fieldwork observations and partisan sources (websites, Internet forums of
activists, etc). The differences between the total numbers of seats are due to the change in the elections bylaws
on the one hand, and to occasional re-vote operations or the ambiguity of the status of some independent
candidates according to the parties on the other.

2007 2008 2009 2010
(47 seats) (47 seats) (58 seats) (58 seats)

FPM and 23 20 25 18
allies

LF and 18 22 30 36
allies

Independ 6 5 3 4
ents (The FPM claimed that
3 of them were elected
thanks to the support of
its electoral machine)

Sources: fieldwork observations.

17> Sources: fieldwork observations and consultation of the minutes of the elections, USJ, faculty of
Economics, November 20009.
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My hypothesis is that the dimension of social positioning plays the central part in
determination of the votes. In Lebanon national elections are strongly embedded into
local territories: each Lebanese is registered on the electoral lists in the village of
his/her grand-father. This sustains the role of family and local anchors in the
perception of the voters. On the contrary the territory of university is disconnected
from local and family origins. People from different regions are brought into the same
space. Further, university represents a specific moment, a bracket in the life's course of
the actors. It is a time of emancipation from the control of the family. The
disconnection with the family is indeed often put forward by the students, celebrating
their newly acquired “liberty”. These two clements suggest that while national
elections may encourage voting behaviors taking into account family and local ties,
university elections by contrast emphasize much more interactional positioning. As
people from various backgrounds gather in the same space, what matters is the
relational situation toward alterity. This positioning being mediated by the dominant
groupings, it may allow to understand the prominent part played by partisan
identification in the students' votes. To be properly assessed, this hypothesis would
require a specifically designed study.

B) Scene two: a “Tayyar profile”?

Thursday October 23, 2008. Two days after their last meeting, students form the
faculty of Economics in Huvelin gathered again in the FPM headquarters. As | arrived
in the office, | found them unsurprisingly prepared to continue their scrutiny of the
enrolment lists. Some had ordered pizzas and the work slowly got started. The second-
year students were the first to lead off. One of their candidates, Georges, who was also
the FPM coordinator for his class, organized the task. He nominated two of his
comrades to read the name list and another to take notes, insisting on the fact that a
clear overview was to be established for the next morning, so the persuasion work on
the ground could begin. The gathering counted fifteen students, including six girls, and
two male students supporting the Hezbollah. After a few minutes, one of the girls
proposed to discuss about an idea for an electoral platform, based on the rights and
duties of the USJ students. However, Georges promptly cut off the debate, pointing out
that they needed first to position a clutch of “unidentified” students.

The main effort of the meeting however concerned the choice of the last candidate
for the third-year students. Several choices remained open to determine who would
stand along with Sari as the representative of the FPM in the faculty’s polls. The
dilemma was planned to be resolved once again through “pointages”, to select the best
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possible contender. Three different scenarios were successively tested, using the Excel
program running on a lap-top computer to count the potential votes in each case. The
operation was repeated several times and lasted in all for more than one hour,
interrupted from time to time by separate discussions or interventions from the
supervisors of the FPM Student Affairs Committee.

As time went by, many students had quitted the meeting. The first and second-year
groups had already finished their work and only remained the problem of the third-
year candidate to solve. Taking benefit from a short break in the activity, Alain came
close to me: “It’s very important to keep a good atmosphere. We always laugh but still
work conscientiously. What | try to do is to communicate my experience. | check how
they do things. Because | know them all, I know what may make us win or lose. | know
what methods we refuse to apply. Besides, there are sometimes conflicts about the
candidates, such as now, and | can talk to each of them to convince the reluctant to
accept a solution. Because I know them all, it’s always easier.”

The results of the simulation finally came around midnight. The comparison
between the three competing tickets gave rather clear outcomes. It appeared that if
Wissam, absent on that night, were chosen as the second contender after Sari, the FPM
could obtain 91 and 80 votes respectively for its two candidates to face an estimated
score of the Lebanese Forces’ duo of 77 and 69. The party would thus be at risk to lose
one seat, a situation that it had not faced in the faculty of Economics in the past three
years. If Rawad, a supporter of the Marada'’®, were selected, the scores of the Tayyar
would even drop to 87 and 76 against 81 and 71 to their rivals. Finally, with Alex, the
situation seemed a bit more profitable with an estimation of 89 and 77 against 88 and
69 for the LF.

The arithmetic conclusion of the operation was thus that Wissam offered more
chances to win the two seats at stake in the elections of the third-year students’
representatives. However, this outcome did not seem to please anyone in the group,
even less Mike, the FPM coordinator in the faculty. He mentioned that Wissam did not
incarnate the profile they were looking for. He looked not serious enough and Mike

® The Marada is a small political party organized around the figure of Sleiman Franjieh, the heir of
one of the main Christian political family in the history of the country, originated from their bastion of
Zgharta in Northern Lebanon. Sleiman Franjieh is the grand-son of a late President of the Republic,
Suleiman Franjieh (1970-1976). Known for their close links with the family al-Assad who has reigned
over Syria for decades, the Franjiehs strongly opposed the rise of the Lebanese Forces and their
struggle for the domination of the Zgharta region during the civil wars. Sleiman’s father, Toni Franjieh,
was Killed in 1978 along with his wife and 33 other people in a raid organized by the LF commander,
at that time Bachir Gemayel, known as the “Massacre of Ehden” (Kassir 1994, p. 331). The killing
was perpetuated by a commando led by Samir Geagea, the current leader of the LF. Since 2005 a close
alliance has been forged between the Marada and the FPM. See also Chapter Six.
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insisted that he doubted his capacities to handle the campaign. In the middle of this
animated discussion, Sari, the first candidate, grabbed Alex by the arm and pulled him
into the corridor to discuss. He tried to convince him to run with him in the polls
because he surely did not want Wissam as a running-mate. Still, some around the table
pointed out that Wissam belonged to the same class than the strongest of the LF
candidates. That, according to them, might be a handicap.

Unable to decide, the group turned toward thei