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The conflict-ridden modern history ofthe Middle East provides afertile and as yetratherunexplored soil for

memorystudies.One ofthe mostinteresting cases inpointis the memoryofthe civilwarinLebanon (1975-
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90).Whereas otherstates with contested and traumatic events inthe recent pastkeep the debate closed
(e.g.,Syria and the 1982 massacre in Hama),! the relatively dynamic public sphere in Lebanon has given
roomto a more unhindered developmentofa public disseminationand formation ofa collective memory.
Despite astrong inclinationinstate and societyto burythe memoryofthe war,a public debate has slowly
beenemerging inthe lastfive orsixyears. This article discusses the formofcollective memoryofthe civil
warand byimplication examines the relationship between public and private forms of social memory.

The newfocus oncollective memoryinsocialscience,spawned inthe late 1980s bythe translationinto
English of Maurice Halbwachs's classic work La mémoire collective and by Pierre Nora's Lieux de mémoire, has
beenslowto provoke valuable work in Middle Easternstudies.? Two recentstudies have shown how local
memories in Tunisia and Jordan are formed according to family and tribe and oftenindiametric contradiction
to the imagined nationalism ofthe nation-state.3 Inthese two cases, the interlinking ofthe local memory,
the memoryofthe land, with national me moryis weak mainly because ofunre presentative Arab states.
Nationalistimagination fails to grasp the dynamics oflived, experienced memory. It would see mthat this
lacuna between public, national me mory, and private, local memory, is wide r the more authoritarian the
state inquestion. However,eveninthe mostrepressive systemthere mustbe aninteractionbetween
private and public forms of memory. State-sanctioned narratives are received and transformed inuneven
(and unexplored) ways by the specific localities, just as the nationalist discourse must take note ofthe local
memory, where this lets itselfbe known. Indeed—and this is a central argument of this article —collective
memory, as the termis being widelyused insocialscience today,canbe brokendownto a process of
interactionbetweenpublic and private memory. [End Page 191] Attentionshould therefore be directed

toward linking theories of private and public spheres withtheories ofcollective memory.

Dimensions of Amnesia

Ilttook the Lebanese severalyears ofcollective shellshock before the first attempts to starta public
debate aboutthe warwere made inthe mid-1990s. Initially, the war was hardlyevenconceived as a finite
period oftime forthe populace to relate to. There is generalconsensus thatthe Lebanese civilwarbegan
onApril 13,1975, but when exactly the warended is alittler harderto establish. The downfallof General Aoun
and the subsequentseizure of East Beirut bythe SyrianarmyinOctober1990 signaled the end oflarge-
scale fighting. However, the disarmament of the militias, the stabilization ofthe economy, and the
restoration ofthe battered state institutions took years to achieve.As aconsequence, manylebanese felt

that they were still living the wareventhoughapeace had beendeclared.?

Inthe earlyyears ofrecovery,inthe confusion ofthe end and the immediate aftermath ofthe war, all primary
efforts were focused on political and economic recovery, and ethicalissues were givensecond priority. For
the dazed Lebanese populationit was the mustagbal,® the future, that counted, not the past. Lebanon came
outofthe warwithanumberofpolitical problems unresolved. Notably, Lebanon's confessional system, the
consociational formula that stipulates that the "country's sects shall be equitablyrepresented inpublic

employment" and inthe government, was leftintact.® Despite slight amendments to the...
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