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On Flow in Lebanon
An Essay

IKEDA, Akimitsu

It is normally considered that Lebanon is a country based on a confessional
structure. The Lebanese themselves talk about their country or society from
this perspective. But I failed to talk to them this way, because people tried
to avoid collective categories being manifested in communication. It is true
that in certain situations people use terms such as “Maronites” and “Sunnis”
clearly. But once we respond to such use by the same terms, people stop talk-
ing. The Japanese anthropologist Masaki Horiuchi argued that we should con-
sider that Middle Eastern societies could be based on a different socio-cultural
logic that is not structured by Western, clearly demarcated categories. He
refers to Clifford Geertz’s idea about bazaar-type society. He then proceeds to
suggesting that we explore “non-demarcated thought/society.”

Horiuchi suggested that we consider “dialogue” in a much broader way
including “negative” responses such as silence or avoidance of communica-
tion. I argue that how the Lebanese people treat their neighbors who are con-
sidered to be “spies” reflects his discussion. People always fear spies, and they
“know” of their existence in the very environment in which they live. They
talk, doubt, exchange information about spies, but at the same time they do
not care whether they really exist. It is, instead, important that information
always “flows.”

Based on these remarks, I show the example of everyday small actions
from my fieldwork materials. Here, an old man tries to close the shutter of his
house, but at the same time he tries to avoid showing his intention to close it.
He keeps the situation open so that there is always “flow.”
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We can argue that people put importance on “flow,” but that each action

within it seems ephemeral. So the idea of “flow” can lead to a new perspec-

tive that reflects peoples’ real concerns. Even though I present here a small

sample, the cultural logic internal to it could contribute to larger issues such

as the Lebanese confessional structure of society.
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