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Citizenship in Lebanon is almost an oxymoron, as it continuously tries to exist within deeply 

entrenched, state-sponsored sectarian laws. Marten Boekelo conducted field work between 2009 

and 2011 in Lebanon with that interest in mind. His research is two-tier; the first focused on civil 

society activists and events of a number of NGOs while the second consisted of a neighborhood 

ethnography of Khandaq al-Ghamiq. Although they might seem worlds apart, Boekelo wanted to 

draw the bigger picture of citizenship and one’s place in it by bringing together two forms of 

enacting citizenship. 

 
Talking the ta lk; walking the walk 

 

In a weekly dialogue exercise conducted by a local NGO, young people were encouraged to 

develop citizenship skills in an effort to bring together people from different sectarian 

backgrounds to talk with each other about issues facing Lebanon, without descending into 

partisan enmity. However, Boekelo observed that the majority of speakers did not want to “delve 

into names” when presenting their interventions. And in the case that they did, one risks 

reprimand or cut off – as though it is breaking an unspoken law. Boekelo argues that his 

observations, “show two things about ideals and norms of public speaking in “civil society”. One 

is that to move into details (i.e., naming names) is to ‘get political’, and to do so is problematic. 

Secondly, this kind of ‘political’ is counter-posed to a ‘social’, which is offered as the proper 

discursive field wherein people may intervene.”  
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However, as Boekelo observes forms of public debate in Khandaq another form emerges. 

Khandaq al-Ghamiq is part of the Bachoura district, which is mostly working-class poor to 

lower-middle class mostly dominated by Amal and Hizbullah. During daily activities and 

dialogues on political and social issues, key residents of the neighborhood never shied away from 

explicitly “naming names” to Boekelo. Boekelo argues that “‘getting into names’ is an integral 

aspect of this kind of public speaking and reasoning. Political characters are exemplars of things 

good and bad in Lebanon, or cases through which to explore the good and bad. Concomitantly, 

there is also no hint here of a separation between a symbolic domain of the political and the 

social, the non-sectarian.”  

 

Twin concepts :  “Cit izens” and “the people” 

 

Civil Society in Lebanon projects itself as a neutral, alternative space in a mostly sectarian society, 

a place where one can act and experience “citizenship”. Thus, it projects itself as an aspirational 

social project towards a secular future that it wishes to institutionalize and spread - one which 

cannot be realized in the current confessional Lebanese society. Boekelo argues that this 

commitment to “the future” locks civil society in a general battle against the state, not a partisan 

one. Thus, civil society loses its raison d’etre if it agrees to become partisan in a political battle. 

As a result, Boekelo sees that civil society remains a project of “self-improvement and reform 

and in so far as it confronts state and government, it focuses on form, not content.”  

 

To shift the lens to Khandak again, Boekelo sheds light on a conversation with one of the 

residents, Bilal. Talking about any member of the (political) elite, he says:  

The man goes from his house – air-conditionné [French in original] – to his car – air-conditionné – 
to his office – air-conditionné. While the ordinary man has to step outside and wipe the sweat from his 
brow, work and wipe the sweat from his brow, then comes home – and there’s no electricity! The fan doesn’t 
work! (Interview, March 2012)  

 

Boekelo argues that the image of a generic man described by Bilal is Khandaq’s mirror figure to 

civil society’s “citizen”. He is a litmus test to “the people” which members of the neighborhood 

both see themselves in and also use to assess whether their leaders are “doing right by the 

ordinary people”. From here, twin concepts of “civil society” and “citizenship”, on the one hand, 

and “the people” and “ordinary men” on the other emerge.  

 

Different vocabular ies  o f  c i t izenship 
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Civil society views the sectarian system as an obstacle to democracy guarded by long standing 

corrupt political parties. For residents of Khandak al Ghamiq, political parties are an instrument 

for protecting the society, as long as they are headed by righteous leaders. While those may seem 

starkly different, the differences are merely in vocabularies and at heart, they are a reflection of 

one another. Residents of the neighborhood do not want something radically different from what 

is captured in the vocabulary of “citizenship”.  

Boekelo acknowledges that a lot has happened since the end of his research in 2010 – from the 

post-Arab spring attempts to “bring down the sectarian regime” to the YouStink movement of 

August 2015. However, those movements highlighted the importance of forming alliances 

between “civil society” and “the people”. Civil society demands were capable of mobilizing 

grievances of “the people” yet incapable of breaking borders that crystalize protests into real, 

political action. In his conclusion, Boekelo hoped “to have made a bit clearer what that border is 

made up of precisely – how civil society differs from a popular political imagination – but also 

how crossing it would be possible – primarily in realizing people aren’t all that different, despite 

semblances.”  

 

 

 


