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Public and Privat e Memory of  t he Lebanese Civil War

Sune Haugbolle

The  conflict-ridde n mode rn his tory of the  Middle  Eas t provide s  a fe rtile  and as  ye t rathe r une xplore d s oil for
me mory s tudie s . One  of the  mos t inte re s ting  cas e s  in point is  the  me mory of the  civil war in Le banon (19 75–
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9 0 ). Whe re as  othe r s tate s  with conte s te d and traumatic  e ve nts  in the  re ce nt pas t ke e p the  de bate  clos e d
(e .g ., S yria and the  19 82 mas s acre  in Hama),  the  re lative ly dynamic public  s phe re  in Le banon has  g ive n
room to a more  unhinde re d de ve lopme nt of a public  dis s e mination and formation of a colle ctive  me mory.
De s pite  a s trong  inclination in s tate  and s ocie ty to  bury the  me mory of the  war, a public  de bate  has  s lowly
be e n e me rg ing  in the  las t five  or s ix ye ars . This  article  dis cus s e s  the  form of colle ctive  me mory of the  civil
war and by implication e xamine s  the  re lations hip be twe e n public  and private  forms  of s ocial me mory.

The  ne w focus  on colle ctive  me mory in s ocial s cie nce , s pawne d in the  late  19 80 s  by the  trans lation into
Eng lis h of Maurice  Halbwachs 's  clas s ic  work La mémoire collective and by Pie rre  Nora's  Lieux de mémoire, has
be e n s low to  provoke  valuable  work in Middle  Eas te rn s tudie s .  Two re ce nt s tudie s  have  s hown how local
me morie s  in Tunis ia and Jordan are  forme d according  to  family and tribe  and o=e n in diame tric  contradiction
to the  imag ine d nationalis m of the  nation-s tate .  In the s e  two cas e s , the  inte rlinking  of the  local me mory,
the  me mory of the  land, with national me mory is  we ak mainly be caus e  of unre pre s e ntative  Arab s tate s .
Nationalis t imag ination fails  to  g ras p the  dynamics  of live d, e xpe rie nce d me mory. It would s e e m that this
lacuna be twe e n public, national me mory, and private , local me mory, is  wide r the  more  authoritarian the
s tate  in que s tion. Howe ve r, e ve n in the  mos t re pre s s ive  s ys te m the re  mus t be  an inte raction be twe e n
private  and public  forms  of me mory. S tate -s anctione d narrative s  are  re ce ive d and trans forme d in une ve n
(and une xplore d) ways  by the  s pe cific  localitie s , jus t as  the  nationalis t dis cours e  mus t take  note  of the  local
me mory, whe re  this  le ts  its e lf be  known. Inde e d—and this  is  a ce ntral arg ume nt of this  article —collective
memory, as  the  te rm is  be ing  wide ly us e d in s ocial s cie nce  today, can be  broke n down to  a proce s s  of
inte raction be twe e n public  and private  me mory. [End P a g e  19 1] Atte ntion s hould the re fore  be  dire cte d
toward linking  the orie s  of private  and public  s phe re s  with the orie s  of colle ctive  me mory.

Dimensions of Amnesia

It took the  Le bane s e  s e ve ral ye ars  of colle ctive  s he ll s hock be fore  the  firs t atte mpts  to  s tart a public
de bate  about the  war we re  made  in the  mid-19 9 0 s . Initially, the  war was  hardly e ve n conce ive d as  a finite
pe riod of time  for the  populace  to  re late  to. The re  is  g e ne ral cons e ns us  that the  Le bane s e  civil war be g an
on April 13, 19 75, but whe n e xactly the  war e nde d is  a little r harde r to  e s tablis h. The  downfall of G e ne ral Aoun
and the  s ubs e que nt s e iz ure  of Eas t Be irut by the  S yrian army in Octobe r 19 9 0  s ig nale d the  e nd of larg e -
s cale  fig hting . Howe ve r, the  dis armame nt of the  militias , the  s tabiliz ation of the  e conomy, and the
re s toration of the  batte re d s tate  ins titutions  took ye ars  to  achie ve . As  a cons e que nce , many Le bane s e  fe lt
that the y we re  s till living  the  war e ve n thoug h a pe ace  had be e n de clare d.

In the  e arly ye ars  of re cove ry, in the  confus ion of the  e nd and the  imme diate  a=e rmath of the  war, all primary
e Dorts  we re  focus e d on political and e conomic re cove ry, and e thical is s ue s  we re  g ive n s e cond priority. For
the  daz e d Le bane s e  population it was  the  mustaqbal,  the  future , that counte d, not the  pas t. Le banon came
out of the  war with a numbe r of political proble ms  unre s olve d. Notably, Le banon's  confe s s ional s ys te m, the
cons ociational formula that s tipulate s  that the  "country's  s e cts  s hall be  e quitably re pre s e nte d in public
e mployme nt" and in the  g ove rnme nt, was  le = intact.  De s pite  s lig ht ame ndme nts  to  the ...
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