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1 Introduction 



1.1 Approach 


Interreligious dialogue  is  in this thesis  exemplified by  four different dialogue organizations1
 actively  involved  in  interreligious dialogue  at the Lebanese grass-roots level.  Three of them 
 are located in Beirut and one in Tyre in South Lebanon. In the autumn of 2010, I conducted 
 empirical  field  work  in  Lebanon  which  lasted  for  almost  four  months.  By  conducting 
 qualitative  interviews  with  the  leaders  of,  and  some  of  the  participants  in,  the  four 
 organizations, I obtained an interview material which allowed me to examine the descriptions 
 given  by  young  adults  engaged  in  interreligious  dialogue,  concerning  their  views  on  and 
 experiences with the topic. The analytical approach used in this thesis is a thematic analysis. 


The themes extracted are chosen on the basis of the interview material. 



1.2 Thematic focus and research questions  


The overall topic of this thesis  is interreligious dialogue among young adults2   in  Lebanon. 


The starting point was a wish to learn more about what young adults think about interreligious 
 dialogue and  its potential contributions  in a  religiously pluralistic  society  like the  Lebanese. 


What  do  the  tense  political  situation  and  the  conflict-ridden  history  have  to  say  for 
 interreligious dialogue in Lebanon? Can dialogue help to improve relations between members 
 of  different  religious  groups  in  this  context?  On  the  basis  of  this,  three  research  questions 
 have been developed which will be discussed in the following analysis. 


My research questions are as follows: 


  How  do  the  informants  interpret  the  significance  of  interreligious  dialogue  in 
 Lebanon? 


      


1 I have chosen not to name the organizations due to ethical considerations which will be discussed further in 
 chapter 2. Instead they are referred to as organization A, B, C and D. 


2 Within the definition of young adults I include persons in the age group of 20-30 years old. My selection of 
informants will be further discussed in chapter 2. 
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  What  role  does  interreligious  dialogue  and  the  NGOs3  constitute  in  the  informants' 
 lives? 


  How  do  the  informants  express  their  views  on  the  relation  between  interreligious 
 dialogue and politics in Lebanon? 


Interreligious  dialogue  and  dialogue  in  general,  are  concepts  which  are  increasingly  used  in 
 the  world  today.  The  frequent  use  of  the  concept  has  made  it  vague  and  difficult  to  define. 


This  thesis,  however,  is  not  an  attempt  at  a  theoretical  approach  to  define  the  term  of 
 interreligious dialogue,  but rather to explore the topic  in  a  societal perspective.  Because the 
 study  is  based  on  qualitative  interviews,  it  is  my  informants'  experiences  and  expressed 
 thoughts  that  form  the  basis  for  the  analysis.  It  is  not  an  attempt  at  a  complete  political 
 analysis, even though politics is one of the topics referred to.   



1.3 The structure of the thesis 


After this introductory chapter, chapter 2 follows. It covers my  material, method and ethical 
 considerations.  In  this  chapter,  my  informants  are  presented.  I  also  discuss  the  choice  of 
 method,  my  analytical approach and the  ethical considerations I have  made  in the course of 
 writing this thesis. In chapter 3, I describe and discuss the theoretical frameworks I will use in 
 the following analysis. The main emphasis is placed on the theories I use the most; intergroup 
 theories,  dialogue  theories  and  theories  concerning  relational  space.  In  addition,  I  explain 
 some less frequently used theories that deal with  politics, knowledge and history. Chapters 4, 
 5  and  6  constitute  the  analytical  sections  of  this  thesis.  They  are  thematically  structured  as 
 follows:  Chapter  4  consists  of  an  analysis  of  how  the  informants  describe  interreligious 
 dialogue in Lebanon. Using theories of contact, dialogue and relational space, I argue that the 
 informants see dialogue  in  a  very practical perspective. Chapter 5 consists of  an analysis of 
 the role interreligious dialogue and the NGOs constitute in the lives of the informants. Using 
 theories  of  categorization,  I  argue  that  the  NGOs  become  retreats  from  the  labeling  and 
 categorization experienced by the informants in the society in general. Chapter 6 consists of 
 an  analysis  of  the  relation  between  interreligious  dialogue  and  politics  in  Lebanon.  Using 
 theories  of  arena  and  process  approaches  to  politics  I  argue  that  the  informants  distance 
       


3 Non-governmental organization 
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 themselves  from  the  political  sphere.  Chapter  7  includes  a  concluding  summary  where  my 
 findings are presented and discussed.   



1.4 Lebanese history and context  


In order to understand the relationship between the religious communities in Lebanon today, 
 it is essential to have insight into the  contextual circumstances which my informants and the 
 four NGOs operate. I will give a short review of some of the most significant historical events 
 in  Lebanon‟s  modern  history.  These  events  have  been  selected  on  the  basis  of  how  my 
 informants weighed them  in the  interviews.  In addition, I will give  an outline of the current 
 social context and an overview of the position interreligious dialogue has in Lebanon today. 



Review of some significant events in Lebanese modern history 


The French Mandate, Lebanon’s independence and the National Pact 


Lebanon was demarcated in 1920 as a part of the Allies‟ division of the Middle Eastern parts 
 of  the  former  Ottoman  Empire  after  the  1st  World  War  (Traboulsi  2007:75).  The  French 
 mandate  was  introduced,  which  entailed  a  divide  and  conquer  method  of  governing.  The 
 French  delegated  the  most  powerful  positions  to  Christians  over  Muslims  in  the  country, 
 especially  singling  out  the  Maronite  Christians  (Traboulsi  2007:90-91).  In  1943,  Lebanon 
 became  independent  after  being  under  French  mandate  for  23  years.  The  political  system, 
 which lasted until 1990 and the end of the Civil War, was established. The National Pact, an 
 unwritten  agreement  between  the  Maronite  and  the  Sunni  communities,  reached  before  the 
 independence  from  France  in  1943,  was  the  basis  of  the  political  system.  It  stated  that  the 
 positions within the new Lebanese Parliament and government were going to be allocated on 
 the 1932 census that recorded 51% Christians and 49% Muslims. To this day, the census has 
 not been officially updated. At the time of the census  the Maronite community was  rated as 
 the  largest  confession  at  29%,  the  Sunnis  followed  at  22%  and  the  Shiites  at  20%. 


Accordingly, the presidency was given to the Maronites, the premiership to the Sunnis and the 
parliamentary  speakership  to  the  Shiites.  In  the  Parliament,  the  seats  were  allocated  six 
Christians  to  every  five  Muslims,  the  same  for  the  governmental  positions  (Blanford 
2006:15). 
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This system was bound to produce problems between the different communities. With every 
 little change in the demographic balance, the group that increases will probably wish for more 
 power according to the new proportions. There is a wide agreement among both scholars and 
 politicians that the Lebanese demography has undergone substantial changes since the 1930s. 


Some independent efforts to estimate the demographics indicate that the Muslim population is 
 now  up  to  about  60-65%.  However,  there  has  not  been  any  new  census  after  1932  and  the 
 Lebanese government has adopted a policy where they refuse to perform a new one, in order 
 to avoid conflict (Faour 2007:909-911).   


The civil war and its aftermath 


The  unjust  distribution  of  power,  described  above,  contributed  to  escalate  the  conflict 
 situation  in  1975.  The  civil  war  in  Lebanon,  lasting  from  1975  to  1990,  was  made  up  by 
 different wars and of different actors. The war saw successive rounds of violent conflicts that 
 pitted  Lebanese  and  foreign  militias  and  armies  against  each  other  in  changing  alliances. 


What the Lebanese call the civil war, or the Christian-Palestinian war, lasted from April 1975 
 to  October  1976.  Tensions  had  built  up  alongside  the  number  of  Palestinian  refugees,  and 
 many  Lebanese  Muslims  had  sympathy  for  the  mostly  Sunni  Muslim  group.  They  had 
 aspirations  for  greater  influence  for  their  religious  group.  The  Maronites  feared  that  the 
 absorption  of  so  many  Muslim  refugees  would  disrupt  the  balance  of  power  and  lead  to  a 
 Muslim  advantage.  The  two  sides  in  this  war  were  made  up  by  the  National  Movement 
 containing several leftist groups and led by the Druze leader Kamal Jumblatt and PLO on one 
 side, against Pierre Gemayel‟s Phalange party and other Christian militias on the other. PLO‟s 
 increased involvement in the fighting led to the involvement of outside parties, mainly Syria 
 and Israel. (Traboulsi 2007:187). Syria entered the scene on the Christian side in 1976, when 
 they were close to defeat. They wanted to ensure that Israel did not intervene before them and 
 would be able to launch attacks on Damascus from  Lebanon. After 1976, the fragile stability 
 was threatened by various violent actions over the next few years. But it was not until 1982 
 that the country would break out into war again. This time it was Israel that invaded Lebanon. 


Ariel  Sharon's  plan  was  to  drive  Syria  out  of  the  country  and  crush  the  PLO  (Blanford 
2006:19-22). 
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 The civil war ended in 1990, fifteen years after it begun. Peace was reached trough a national 
 reconciliation accord called the Ta‟if Accord. This was the most important political agreement 
 since  the  National  Pact  of  1943,  and  it  called  for  the  phased  abolition  of  the  political 
 confessional system. However,  it did not set any timeframe for it. One of the reasons for the 
 civil  war  was  the  favoritism  of  the  Christians  in  the  power  sharing  agreement  from  1943. 


With  the  Ta‟if  Accord,  the  seats  in  the  Parliament  and  the  Government  became  more 
 equitably  distributed.  The  ratio  was  now  50-50  between  Christians  and  Muslims.  The 
 Maronite president, who until now had the greatest amount of power in the government, got 
 some of his executive powers transferred to the Sunni prime minister and the Shiite speaker of 
 parliament.  This  effectively  produced  a  troika  system  comprising  the  three  most  powerful 
 positions in the state (Blanford 2006:36-37). 


After  the  Civil  War  ended,  the  focus  on  the  future  (al-mustqbal)  was  overriding  in  the 
 Lebanese  public.  According  to  the  Lebanese  sociologist  Samir  Khalaf,  the  country  had  "a 
 collective  civil  war  amnesia"  (cited  in  Volk  2008:293).  Everything  concerned  with  the  war 
 and the past was greatly downplayed, while the present and future were strongly highlighted. 


The  slogan  "no  victor,  no  vanquished"  describes  the  decision  that  none  of  the  political  and 
 military players in the war was regarded as winners or imposed the burden of being the loser. 


A  new 1991 amnesty  law  meant that most of the  former  militia  leaders avoided persecution 
 and could participate in the political life with a clean slate. Many of them were even included 
 in  the  new  government.  Volk  uses  the  term  "state-sponsored  forgetfulness"  to  describe  this 
 notion (Volk 2008:293). 


 The assassination of former Prime Minister Rafik Hariri 


When  Lebanon  was  still  recovering  from  the  damages  of  the  Civil  War,  on  the  14th  of 
February  2005,  the  former  Prime  Minister,  Rafik  Hariri,  was  killed  by  a  car  bomb  near  the 
waterfront in Beirut. Hariri was a multi-millionaire, who, after the Civil War, invested a huge 
amount  of  money  in  the  reconstruction  work  needed  in  the  country.  This  earned  him  many 
supporters among the population. Shortly after the murder, the blame was put on Syria and a 
major political crisis ensued. Hariri‟s funeral generated the presence of tens of thousands of 
people.  It  was  not  only  a  funeral;  it  was  also  a  demonstration  against  Syrian  presence  in 
Lebanon  (Blanford  2006:147). The  demonstrations  kept  coming,  causing  the  government  to 
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collapse. The Lebanese and the  international pressure on Syria  led to their withdrawal  from 
 the  country  in  April  2005  (Blanford  2006:155-156,  159).  However,  in  the  wake  of  Hariri‟s 
 assassination, two wings emerged in the political landscape. On the 8th of March 2005, mostly 
 Shiites who supported Hizbullah and Amal, but also some Christian members of parties who 
 supported Syria, gathered in a huge pro-Syria rally. It was answered on the 14th of March by 
 an even larger demonstration organized by people taking sides against Syria, mainly Sunnis, 
 Christians and Druze (Blanford 2006:160-161). Out of this,  two alliances  were created: The 
 March 8 alliance and the March 14 alliance. However, the 2005 election resulted in a coalition 
 government which crossed the boundaries of these alliances (Blanford 2006:168-169).  


Heightened tension between Sunnis and Shiites


After  the  civil  war  ended  in  1990,  all  of  the  militias  were  demilitarized  except  Hizbullah. 


They kept their arms because of their status as a resistance group against Israel. May 7th 2008 
 was the date Hizbullah‟s weapons turned  inward. It all started as a cost-of-living strike that 
 escalated out of control. Lebanon‟s inner stability had already been threatened for a few years 
 because  of  the  government‟s  composition,  its  programs,  the  UN-sponsored  investigation  of 
 Rafik  Hariri‟s  murder,  the  choice  of  a  new  president  and  the  country‟s  electoral  laws. 


Eventually  the  focus  shifted  to  another  important  root  of  the  instability;  Hizbullah‟s  arms 
 (International  Crisis  Group  2008:1-2).  The  government  decided  on  two  actions  to target the 
 problem.  For  one,  on  May  6th  they  fired  the  head  of  security  at  Beirut‟s  airport,  Wafiq 
 Shuqayr, a general believed to have shared information with Hizbullah. They also wanted to 
 shut down the independent telephone system that Hizbullah allegedly used because it ensured 
 the secrecy of their internal communication. The government was afraid that it would be used 
 by  Hizbullah  or  Syria  for  domestic  surveillance.  These  issues  were  not  new,  and  the 
 government  could  have  made  these  decisions  years  before.  In  2006,  there  was  a  violent 
 conflict between Israel and Hizbullah lasting for thirty-three days, causing much human and 
 material  damage.  Political  scientist  Paul  Salem,  argues  that  it  is  likely  to  believe  that  if  the 
 Lebanese army had taken back control over the south of the country and removed Hizbullah‟s 
 arms when Israel withdrew from Lebanon in 2000, “the war in 2006 would not have erupted” 


(Salem 2006:15). However, due to an unwritten agreement between the March 14 alliance and 
Hizbullah, stating that their weapons should only be used against Israel and were never to be 
turned inwards, this was not done. In May 2008 this agreement quickly came to an end  and 
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 initiated  a  conflict  which  still  influences  the  country‟s  stability  (International  Crisis  Group 
 2008:1-4).  



The current Lebanese context 


During  my  field  work  from  August  to  November  2010,  the  situation  between  the  political 
 alliances  in  the  country  was  still  tense.  There  were  rumors  flourishing  concerning  the  UN-
 sponsored  investigation  of  Hariri‟s  murder,  the  Special  Tribunal  for  Lebanon  (STL).  After 
 five years, the tribunal was soon going to publish its findings. It was no longer only Syria that 
 was  suspected,  but  Hizbullah  as  well.  Hizbullah  were  now  in  a  coalition  government  with 
 Rafik  Hariri‟s  son,  Saad,  who  was  Prime  Minister.  UN  delayed  the  release  of  the  STL‟s 
 findings  several  times,  which  indicates  how  flammable  it  was.  Lebanon  has  experienced  a 
 change of government since then. When representatives from the March 8 alliance withdrew 
 from the  government, the rest had to resign as well.  Najib  Mikati, a  representative  from the 
 March 8 alliance, was elected  new prime  minister, and has  formed a  new government. Four 
 members of Hizbullah was accused in the STL, however, Hizbullah still denies any affiliation 
 with the murder (Bakri 2011). The alliances of March 8 and March 14 continue to influence 
 the  society  in  Lebanon.  In  turn,  this  affects  the  relationship  between  the  religious  groups, 
 because politics and religion are closely entwined. It also affects the interreligious dialogue.  



A short history of interreligious dialogue in Lebanon 


Interreligious dialogue in Lebanon is a field that has grown rapidly, especially in the last two 
decades, and activities are numerous and  varied.  Before the civil war, some groundwork  for 
the  dialogue  between  Muslims  and  Christians  in  Lebanon  was  done.  In  1954  the  "First 
Muslim-Christian Convocation" was held, and in 1959 the Institute for Research and Training 
in  Development  (IFRED)  was  established.  However,  these  meetings  were  set  up  by  secular 
elite and did not include the religious leaders from the different confessions. It was not until 
1993  that  religious  leaders  established  the  "National  Christian-Muslim  Committee  for 
Dialogue”, the sectarian  issues were addressed and the voices  of the religious clergies were 
heard  (Fleihan  2006).  Over  the  last  two  decades,  the  extent  of  interreligious  activities  has 
increased dramatically. Other players have entered the field. For example, local initiatives like 
the Arab Working Group on Muslim-Christian Dialogue, but also international actors like the 
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World Council of Churches and UNESCO. Lebanese universities have also contributed to the 
 field, St. Joseph University and University of Balamand in particular. They have contributed 
 with both academic studies and interreligious events (Abu-Nimer et al. 2007:105-110). 


The  four  organizations  I  have  chosen  to  focus  on  are  all  smaller  than  the  previously 
 mentioned organizations. They are  locally  based  (although some of them  focus  more on the 
 local  context  than  others,  who  work  locally  as  well  as  regionally  and  internationally)  and 
 work  mainly  at  the  grassroots  level.  Youth  and  young  adults  is  a  priority  for  all  of  them. 


Although,  their  work  consists  of  different  approaches  to  dialogue,  there  are  some  act ivities 
 that stand out as common. The first one is the summer camps.  In these camps, young people 
 are gathered over a period of time to get to know each other. This happens through playing, 
 sharing social, cultural and developmental activities and through  participation in lectures and 
 seminars. At least two of the NGOs have organized these kinds of camps in the past and many 
 of the participants I have interviewed have been involved in such, either with Lebanese only 
 or with people from other countries as  well. This is a type of interreligious activity that gets 
 the participants to live with one another. The second type of events is interreligious dialogue 
 in schools. One of the NGOs targeted high schools to spread knowledge about other religions 
 and  interreligious  dialogue.  With  volunteer  teachers  from  the  NGO,  they  have  now 
 implemented the program in several high schools in Lebanon with a desire to eventually make 
 it  national  and  compulsory.  Through  workshops  or  clubs  at  the  schools,  movies,  texts  and 
 various psychosocial exercises they intend to get kids to understand the concepts of dialogue 
 and  coexistence.  The  third  type  of  event  frequently  arranged  by  all  of  the  NGOs  I  have 
 focused  on  is  interreligious  workshops.  These  are  events  with  relatively  short  duration,  and 
 usually do not involve staying overnight. The workshops involve dialogue and learning skills 
 of for example listening and conflict management.  



1.5 Earlier studies  


There  is  much  research  done  on  Lebanon.  Many  have  found  the  country's  history,  political 
system  and  pluralistic  structure  interesting.  A  large  part  of  the  research  is  directed  more 
towards the political system, the civil war, Islam or Lebanon‟s relations to external actors than 
directly  towards  interreligious  dialogue.  However,  a  few  examples  should  be  mentioned.  In 
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 their book Unity in  Diversity  (2007), Abu-Nimer et al. have given an  introduction to  and an 
 overview of interreligious dialogue in Lebanon. They address the subject both historically and 
 contemporary. In their book other researchers are emphasized as important contributors to this 
 field  of  research;  for  example  Saoud  Al-Mawla  and  Muhammad  Al-Sammak.  Most of  their 
 work  is  written  in  Arabic  or  French,  making  them  inaccessible  to  English  readers.  Tarik 
 Mitri‟s “Interreligious and Intercultural dialogue in the Mediterranean area during a period of 
 globalization”  (1997)  and  Amal  Khoury‟s  “Interfaith  Dialogue  in  Lebanon:  The  Necessary 
 Path Towards Post-Conflict Reconciliation” (2005) may also be mentioned 


As far as I know, there are not any qualitative studies of interreligious dialogue among young 
 adults at the Lebanese grassroots-level. One  master thesis that has a similar topic as mine is 
 the  thesis  of  Vassilia  Bilak  called Towards  a  contextualised  approach  to  peacebuilding: 


Exploring  the  potential  contributions  of  religion  to  peacebuilding  in  Lebanon  (2011).  She 
focuses  on  how  religious  organizations  are  working  for  peace  in  Lebanon,  and  she  has 
interviewed  leaders  of  different  interreligious  NGOs.  However,  her  focus  is  on  the 
organization  level rather than the participant  level. I  believe that  my  study can  provide  new 
information to the field by giving a cross-section of the grassroots the opportunity to express 
themselves.  It  is,  in  my  opinion,  interesting  and  useful  to  learn  more  about the  participants' 
experiences when it comes to dialogue in Lebanon. 
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2 Material, method and ethical considerations  


In this chapter, I will  describe the  manner  in which I approach  my  field of research. I  have 
 chosen  to  conduct  empirical  fieldwork.  This  choice  has  implications  for  my  project. 


Fieldwork  consists  of  qualitative  research,  here  focusing  on  a  relatively  small  number  of 
 informants  with  a  high  level  of  detail  in  the  provided  information.  This  is  in  contrast  to 
 focusing on a large group of informants with a low level of detail. I will discuss choices made 
 in the process of gathering material and writing the thesis, and I will present my informants. 


In addition I will present and discuss essential ethical considerations. How do I ensure that my 
 informants stay anonymous? How should the topic of religion be treated? What does it mean 
 for  the  thesis  that  I  use  English  as  working  language?  These  questions,  among  others,  are 
 answered in this chapter. Finally, I will discuss my choice of analytical method. 



2.1 Searching for contacts in Lebanon 


The overall topic  for this thesis  is  interreligious dialogue  between  young adults  in  Lebanon. 


The  material  was  collected  through  qualitative  interviews  during  an  empirical  fieldwork  in 
 Beirut  form  August to  November 2010.  When I  decided to write  my thesis concentrated on 
 this topic, I started to search online for organizations engaged in the interreligious field. I sent 
 e-mails to a large number of potentially relevant organizations, but it was a challenge to get in 
 contact  with  organizations  while  I  was  still  in  Norway.  However,  after  a  lot  of  research, 
 including advice from different Norwegian actors engaged in questions concerning Lebanon, I 
 got  in  contact  with  a  local  organization  (organization  C).  This  organization  has  offices  in 
 Beirut.    During  the  summer  of  2010  they  were  arranging  a  dialogue  workshop  for  young 
 people from all over the world. I sent them an application and was accepted to join.     


In  June  2010  I  participated  in  the  workshop,  which  focused  on  interreligious  dialogue  in 
 Lebanon.  We  were  38  Christian,  Muslim  and  non-religious  participants  from  10  different 
 countries, including six from Lebanon. Although this was an international event both in terms 
 of participants and thematic focus, the workshop was very useful for learning more about how 
 and where I could gather more information for this thesis. Also, participating in the workshop 
 allowed me to learn more about the culture before starting my fieldwork in the fall semester. 


It gave me an idea of how interreligious workshops can be organized, and this stay provided 
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 me with contacts in the field of interreligious dialogue in Lebanon, both on the leadership and 
 the participant level. These were people I could contact when I went back to Beirut to conduct 
 the interviews in August. This was the starting point for my selection of informants. Through 
 these persons I came  in contact with several other people and organizations  in Beirut which 
 are active in interreligious events. In addition to visits to the offices of several NGOs, I was 
 invited  to  social  meetings  and  dinners  with  some  of  those  who  had  been  participants  in  the 
 projects.  These  meetings  gave  me  the  opportunity  to  ask  if  people  were  willing  to  give 
 interviews. It took some time before I got the first interview, the first couple of times I talked 
 to  people  I  was  not  direct  enough.  After  a  few  attempts  I  realized  that  it  was  no  use 
 approaching  potential  informants  in  a  too  cautious  manner.  I  had  to  be  more  direct,  calling 
 them, sending emails to everyone separately, not as part of a collective e-mail. This change in 
 strategy gave the results I was looking for, and soon I had several interviews lined up. 


This  way  of  gathering  contacts  and  informants  can  be  seen  as  an  example  of  the  snowball 
 effect.  As  a  result  of  my  participation  at  the  interreligious  workshop  in  June  2010,  the 
 snowball had already started to roll when I went back to Lebanon in August. One potentially 
 problematic  issue  with  this  approach  is  that  the  selection  you  end  up  with  is  more  or  less 
 dependent on coincidences. The fact that I first got in contact with one of the organizations, 
 and then expanded  my  network on the basis of the people I knew there will  inevitably  have 
 influenced the material I got access to.  



“Fieldwork” in Lebanon 


When  I  first  started  preparing  for  the  thesis  my  plans  were  more  along  the  line  of  doing 
 empirical fieldwork in a more anthropological sense of the word, or at least a combination of 
 observation  and  interviews.  My  focus  was  on  dialogue  between  Lebanese  young  adults, 
 however,  because  it  was  difficult  for  me  to  access  dialogue  events  between  the  Lebanese, 
 since  they  speak  Arabic.  I  decided  to  conduct  interviews  instead.  The  nearly  four  months  I 
 spent in  Lebanon provided  me with a  lot of knowledge about the context of  my  informants. 


The  different  interreligious  events  I  attended  helped  me  get  in  contact  with  informants  and 
obtain  information  on  how  the  organizations  work.  Talking  to  other  people,  who  were  not 
active on the interreligious scene, further increased my understanding of the Lebanese society.  
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2.2 The informants 


I  interviewed  both  leaders  of,  and  participants  in,  mainly  three  different  dialogue 
 organizations in Lebanon. My aim was to interview participants associated with the Maronite 
 Christian,  Sunni  Muslim,  Shiite  Muslim  and  Druze  religious  communities  between  the  ages 
 20 and 30. In addition to the participants, I interviewed the leaders of the three organizations, 
 and one additional leader of another dialogue organization located in the south of the country. 


The reason why I chose to interview one additional leader is that the first three leaders are all 
 Maronites, and in order to get another and possibly competing view of interreligious dialogue 
 in Lebanon, I decided to interview a Shiite leader as well. I have focused mostly on the young 
 adults‟ experiences in my research. The reason for this is the great focus put on youth‟s ability 
 to  change  the  society  in  Lebanon  by  the  NGOs,  which  mirrors  the  different  projects  they 
 have, which was mentioned in the previous chapter. I wanted to keep a broad approach and in 
 addition  to  choosing  informants  from  different  religious  communities,  I  decided  to  try  to 
 interview the same number of men and women. During the fieldwork, I interviewed 19 people 
 all together. However, because some of them did not meet my criteria of religion, gender and 
 involvement in interreligious dialogue between Lebanese people, as well as having too much 
 material for the amount of time provided for this research, I decided to use only 15 of them. 



Anonymization  


The anonymization of the informants is an issue I have pondered over while working on the 
 thesis.  In  studies  where  people's  statements  are  the  material,  it  is  usually  necessary  to 
 anonymize  the  informants.  This  is  done  to  protect  the  informants  and  sensitive  issues  like 
 religion  and  politics  requires  special  treatment  in  respect  to  anonymity.  How  will  I  best 
 anonymize  my informants to the degree that people will not be able to recognize them? One 
 challenge is that several of my informants know each other. It happened a few times that they 
 would ask one another if they had been interviewed by me. The anonymization of informants 
 is often problematic. It  is  impossible  for  me to guarantee that none of them  are recognized. 


However,  I  have  tried  my  best  to  avoid  this  by  choosing  to  give  my  informants  common 
Lebanese names. I have also chosen not to write their age or what kind of work or education 
the participants have. With respect to the leaders, I have mentioned their education and work, 
but not the names of the organizations they lead. I rather refer to them as organization A, B, C 
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 and  D.  This  is  also  done  in  consideration  for  the  participants‟  anonymity,  because  if  the 
 organizations are mentioned by name it will make it easier to recognize who they are.  



My informants are as follows: 


LEADERS 


Joe is the leader of organization A. He is a Maronite theologist and a university professor who 
 has  been  involved  in  interreligious dialogue since his days at university  some 20  years ago. 


The  organization  he  is  leading  is  a  local,  non-confessional  organization  which  has  a  strong 
 emphasis on youth, especially through a program they are running in highschools in different 
 parts of the country. He believes in the necessity of critical thinking combined with solidarity 
 to create a change in the Lebanese society. The interview was conducted at the offices of the 
 NGO, with one of the student interns working there present during the interview. This was on 
 the  informant‟s  request.  This  might  have  influenced  his  answers,  but  as  the  informant  was 
 familiar with giving interviews and did not seem very much affected by the intern‟s presence, 
 it is assumed that the answers would not have been more than marginally different without the 
 intern present. 


George  is  the  leader  of  organization  B  and  he  is  also  a  Maronite  theologist.  He  first  got 
 involved  in  interreligious dialogue when  he wrote his PhD on the subject a  few  years  back. 


He is the founder of the most recent of the organizations I have focused on. It is locally based, 
 and  started  its  practice  the  summer  2010  by  arranging  an  interreligious  summer  camp  for 
 Lebanese youth. George believes in the necessity of dialogue through life, and emphasizes the 
 importance of being together in order to learn about the other. The interview was conducted in 
 his office.  


Youssef  is  the  leader  of  organization  C.  Like  the  two  previous  leaders,  Youssef  is  also  a 
Maronite  theologist.  He  started  his  work  with  interreligious  dialogue  in  the  south  of  the 
country some 20 years ago when he had finished his theological seminary. The organization 
he is leading is working locally inside of Lebanon, but they also have projects regionally and 
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internationally, like for instance the workshop I attended. They use development as a tool in 
 their  interreligious  projects.  An  important  subject  for  him  is  to  bring  people  from  different 
 religions together so they can learn to see each other through the other‟s eyes. The interview 
 was conducted in his office.  


Ali is  the  leader  of  organization  D.  He  is  a  Shiite  Muslim  and  the  organization  he  runs  is 
 located  in  the  southern  part  of  the  country.  Ali  is  a  college  professor  and  has  been  actively 
 involved in organized interreligious dialogue for ten years, but says he has been raised in an 
 environment  where  dialogue  between  different  groups  was  important  because  his  parents 
 were  involved  in the  interreligious  field.  Ali  has  a  focus on action throughout the  interview 
 and  argues  that  without  action,  dialogue  will  not  have  any  effects.  The  interview  was 
 conducted  in  a  café  in  Beirut.  This  means  there  were  people  around  us,  something  which 
 might have affected the answers, but he didn‟t seem to be bothered by it. 


PARTICIPANTS 


Maggie is a Maronite student which is deeply involved in several civil society organizations, 
 both interreligious and others, among them organizations B and C. She considers herself to be 
 an activist and had been involved in  interreligious dialogue for one year when I interviewed 
 her. She said she had grown up in an allchristian environment. However, she had always been 
 curious to know people from other religious and social groups. She believes in the importance 
 of  Lebanese  people  feeling  unity  and  a  connection  to  Lebanon  as  a  country.  The  interview 
 was conducted in a café in Beirut. There were few people present, so the interview unfolded 
 without any interruptions.  


Antoine  is  a  Maronite  student  who  first  got  involved  in  interreligious  activities  when  he 
 started university. He is actively involved in organization B. He explains that it was hard for 
 him at first to participate in activities with people from other religious groups than him self. 


He says that his attitude shifted bit by bit when he had to change to a majority Druze school. 


Antoine  believes  in  the  importance  of  knowing  your  own  religion  when  entering  into  a 
dialogue  with  others  and  in  changing  oneself  to  change  the  society.  The  interview  was 
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 conducted  at  a  café  in  Beirut.  There  were  few  people  present,  so  the  interview  unfolded 
 without any interruptions.  


Sara  is  half  Sunni,  half  Christian,  but  practices  only  one  religion;  Islam.  She  is  involved  in 
 organization B, among others, and works in a company in Beirut. She says that being from a 
 religiously mixed family made her want to join interreligious activities, and the first time she 
 entered was after a period of political unrest in the country in May 2007. She says that she is 
 experiencing labeling based on for instance religion and politics in the Lebanese society, and 
 as  a  consequence  being  judged  on  the  basis  of  this  label.  She  emphasizes  the  need  to  treat 
 each other as  individuals. The  interview was conducted in a café  in  Beirut.  In the  middle of 
 the interview the memory on my tape recorder was full and because of this I had to pause the 
 interview and delete some of the old files. This was a disturbing element in the interview, and 
 may have influenced it. 


Muhammad is a Sunni informant involved in organizations B and C, in addition to other more 
 Human  Rights  related  NGOs.  Being  a  student,  he  first  got  involved  in  a  human  rights 
 organization which later led him into interreligious work. Muhammad emphasizes the role o f 
 dialogue as a way to meet people from other religious groups and get a more nuanced view of 
 the other. He also characterizes politics as a destructive force in Lebanon. The interview was 
 conducted at a café in Beirut. Muhammad had invited a friend of him to join the interview as 
 well,  who  was  present  approximately  half  of  the  time  the  interview  lasted.  This  may  have 
 influenced the interview.  


Isam is a Sunni informant who works at a company in Beirut. He is involved in organizations 
A and C, and first got in contact with organization A trough the Sheikh at the Mosque he goes 
to.  He  has  attended  both  national  and  international  dialogue  sessions,  and  he  wishes  to 
influence others to change their attitudes. He believes in what he calls a culture of dialogue, or 
dialogue  as a way of  life. The  interview  was  conducted at a café  in Beirut. There were  few 
people present, so the interview unfolded without any interruptions.  
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Dina is a Druze informant, working in Beirut. She is actively involved in organization A and 
 has  been  so  for  some  time.  She  was  raised  to  be  open-minded  and  not  judge  others  on  the 
 basis of group affiliation. She joined the interreligious organization because she found it to be 
 filled  with  likeminded  people,  which  was  something  she  was  missing  in  other  areas  of  the 
 Lebanese  society.  As  Sara,  she  expressed  being  tired  of  being  labeled  by  others.  The 
 interview  was  conducted  at  a  restaurant  in  Beirut.  There  were  few  people  present,  so  the 
 interview unfolded without any interruptions.  


Rula is a Druze informant who attended the summer camp arranged by organization A. This 
 was the first time she had been a part of an interreligious activity, and the first time she had 
 been living with people from other groups for several days. She is a student. Before she joined 
 the summer camp  she did  not expect to be affected by  it, however, she says that during the 
 camp  she  became  aware  of  all  the  things  she  did  not  know  about  other  religions.  The 
 interview was conducted in the privacy of her home. One issue that may have influenced the 
 interview  was  the  language.  We  sometimes  had  a  hard  time  understanding  everything  the 
 other said. 


Firas  is Druze and working in Beirut. He is actively involved in organizations A and B and 
 calls himself an activist. He has been involved in interreligious dialogue at a national and an 
 international  level.  Firas  is  more  oriented  towards  the  religious  leaders  than  the  other 
 informants  and  believe  it  is  essential  to  include  young  religious  leaders  in  interreligious 
 dialogue  in  order  to  achieve  any  societal  change.  The  interview  was  conducted  at  a  café  in 
 Beirut. There were few people present, so the interview unfolded without any interruptions.  


Bilal  is  a  Shiite  informant  who  works  in  Beirut.  He  is  involved  in  organization  B,  among 
others,  and  first  got  involved  in  interreligious  dialogue  during  his  time  at  university.  It  is 
important  for  Bilal  to  be  the  one  representing  himself.  He  also  wanted  to  influence  other‟s 
views  on  Shiite  Muslims  through  the  interreligious  events  he  attended.  The  interview  was 
conducted  in  the  offices  of  his  family‟s  business.  The  interview  unfolded  without  any 
interruptions.  
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 Ahmad is a Shiite informant who works in Beirut. He was active in the interreligious field in 
 Lebanon, however not in any of the four organizations I have mentioned above. He first got 
 involved  in dialogue when he was at university and especially  believes  in the  importance of 
 knowledge in a dialogue, and that one has to be open to learn from the other. The interview 
 was conducted in a café  in Beirut. There were few people present, so the interview unfolded 
 without any interruptions.  


Maya  is  a  Shiite  informant  working  in  an  organization  in  Lebanon.  She  is  involved  in 
 organization C and she got involved in interreligious activities through a friend. She grew up 
 in a Christian neighborhood and says she is used to be in an interreligious environment. She 
 sees the need for a change in the legislation in Lebanon in order to create a better society. The 
 interview  was  conducted  at  a  restaurant  in  Beirut.  There  were  few  people  present,  so  the 
 interview unfolded without  any  interruptions. One  issue, however, that may  have  influenced 
 the interview was the language. We sometimes had a hard time understanding everything the 
 other said. 



2.3 The interviews 



Qualitative methods: Semi-structured research interview 


The  semi-structured  research  interview  is  highlighted  in  Kvale  and  Brinkmann's  book Det 
 kvalitative  forskningsintervjuet4 (2009).  This  is  the  type  of  interview  that  I  have  used  to 
 collect material for this thesis. Kvale and Brinkmann argue that this type of interview aims to 
 gather  descriptions  of  the  informants‟  lives,  in  order  for  the  researcher  to  interpret  its 
 significance  (Kvale,  Brinkmann  2009:23).  I  chose  semi-structured  interviews  because  I 
 wanted to  learn  more about my  informants‟  own  experiences  with  interreligious dialogue  in 
 Lebanon.  


It was important for me to be flexible, which was another reason for choosing semi-structured 
 interviews. It is impossible to know what the informants would answer beforehand, and it is 
 necessary to have a great deal of concentration and focus in order not to miss important and 
       


4 English title: InterView: Learning the Craft of Qualitative Research Interviewing 
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interesting  answers.  I  used  self  created  interview  guides  with  various  topics  to  be  reviewed 
 and suggestions for questions. I  made one for the leaders and another  for the participants5. I 
 only considered  it  as a guideline and  not as a  fixed template  for the  interviews.  This  means 
 that even though I was using the guides,  it was  still  vital to be  flexible  and  ready to pursue 
 what the informant told me with critical follow-up questions. One thing I experienced when I 
 worked with the interview guide in advance was that it made me more aware of my prospects 
 and provided me with an understanding of what I expected to find out during the interviews.  


The quality of knowledge I obtained from the interviews depends on me as an interviewer, my 
 practical skills and personal assessments. The process can  be addressed as active knowledge 
 production, where knowledge is produced in the interaction between the interviewer and the 
 person  being  interviewed  (Kvale,  Brinkmann  2009:37).  Interviews  require  careful 
 preparation. If the  interview  is going to  be  an  opener to the knowledge of the  interviewee‟s 
 world, it depends strongly on a well prepared researcher who is willing to do the interview on 
 the informant‟s terms. This requires knowledge about the field, preparation for the interview 
 and  not  least  the  ability  to  be  a  good  listener  (Fonneland  2006:224).  It  is  also  worth 
 mentioning the possible discrepancy  between  my  informants' statements about  interreligious 
 dialogue  and  what  they  actually  mean.  My  material  is  not  made  up  of  my  informants‟ 


thoughts about interreligious dialogue in Lebanon, but rather what they choose to express to 
 me in the interviews. This is an important distinction to understand. 



The interview situation 


Before the interview takes place, the informants have to receive enough information about the 
 plans  for  the  thesis  so  they  will  know  what  they  are  agreeing  to  participate  in  (Fonneland 
 2006:237). I usually came in contact with people through others, and at the first meeting I told 
 them a bit about what I was doing in Lebanon. Later I would call them or send them an email, 
 and I would attach the information sheet6 containing information about the project, as well as 
 contact information to me and  my supervisor. If they agreed to do the interview I would ask 
 them if there were any particular places they felt comfortable conducting it and whether they 
 wanted to have a translator present or not. At the interview I brought with me a printout of the 
       


5 See appendix 1 and 2 


6 See appendix 3 
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 information  sheet  and  before  I  began  asking  questions  I  got  a  signature  from  the  informant 
 stating that they had understood what they were participating in.  



Transcriptions 


I used a considerable amount of time transcribing the interviews after I had conducted them. I 
 wanted  to  be  as  thorough  as  possible  and  it  was  important  to  me  to  write  down  what  the 
 informants had said as accurately as I could. In some of the quotes included  in this thesis, I 
 have corrected a few grammatical errors, but never to the extent that the original meaning of 
 the sentence, as I understood it, was altered.  



2.4 Ethical considerations  


In all types of academic research there are ethical considerations to be made. The qualitative 
 type  requires  focus  on  the  ethics  because  one  is  dealing  with  human  beings  (Fonneland 
 2006:237).  Respect  for  individuals‟  integrity,  rules  of  confidentiality  and  anonymization  is 
 essential to keep in mind. For example, one has to acknowledge that the interview situation is 
 characterized  by  an  asymmetrical  relationship  between  researcher  and  the  informant 
 (Fonneland 2006:232). This is impossible to avoid, and it is therefore important to be aware 
 of. It was for example I who decided what we would talk about, who was asking the questions 
 and could lead the conversation in the direction I wanted it to go.  


The topic of religion involves several challenges related to the use of qualitative methods. In 
general,  there  are  strict  rules  about  privacy  and  the  handling  of  personal  information.  Some 
themes  are  particularly  sensitive,  religion  is  one  of  them.  It  is  very  important to  inform  the 
potential  respondents  about the  project  in  a  thorough  manner,  so  that they  understand  what 
they are agreeing to participate in. It is often necessary to obtain a written consent, like in this 
thesis.  The  interviewees  must be told that they  have the option  to withdraw  at any time  and 
that their identity will be anonymous. The interview material obtained from the interviews has 
to be treated in a manner that maintains the integrity of the informant.  Sensitive information 
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must be treated with caution. (Fonneland 2006:237). This study is registered and approved by 
 the Norwegian Social Science Data Service (NSD)7. 



The language barrier 


I have chosen to write this thesis in English and I will justify this ethically. Since I have done 
 an empirical study where I interviewed Lebanese people about their experiences and thoughts 
 with respect to  interreligious  relations and dialogue, where I use their stories as  material  for 
 my  analysis,  it  is  important  for  me  that  the  people  I  have  interviewed  will  have  the 
 opportunity to read what I have written about them. It is also important so that they may give 
 me feedback if they think I have misinterpreted something. This choice is inspired by a post-
 colonial perspective8.  


There  are  some  challenges  when  it  comes  to  conducting  qualitative  interviews  in  English. 


This is a  language which is neither mine, nor my informants' mother tongue. This may have 
 increased the chance of miscommunication between me and the person who was interviewed. 


It may also have influenced the formulation of questions and answers. I consider my English 
 skills  to  be  sufficient  to  conduct the  interviews,  and  I  can  with  relative  ease  express  what  I 
 want  to  say,  yet  it  is  not  the  same  as  expressing  my  thoughts  in  Norwegian.  Before  the 
 interview I asked my informants how they felt about doing the interview in English, and that 
 it was possible to provide an interpreter if they wanted this. None of the informants asked for 
 an  interpreter.  Kvale  and  Brinkmann  state  that  qualitative  interviews,  among  other  things, 
 depend  on  the  context,  the  language,  and  that  they  are  inter-subjective.  This  means  that  the 
 interview  is  a  process  of  interpretation,  both  for  the  interviewer  and  for  those  being 
 interviewed. It is a transfer of information between two people  (Kvale, Brinkmann 2009:72-
 74). This transfer may to some extent be complicated by internal translations as questions and 
 answers  are  transferred  from  Norwegian,  through  English  to  Arabic  and  back  again.  In  my 
 own  experience,  most  of  my  informants  spoke  English  well.  However,  in  a  couple  of  the 
 interviews  we  had  some  problems  understanding  everything  the  other  said,  which 
 consequently could have led to misunderstandings.  


      


7 See http://www.nsd.uib.no/personvern/  


8 A post-colonial perspective constitutes that the persons being studied have the possibility to read what has 
been written about them, and if they believe it is wrong than they can provide the researcher with feedback 
(Young 2003). 
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2.5 Presumptions and my role as a researcher  


Reflexivity about my own role as a researcher is one of the most important issues to be aware 
 of  when  using  qualitative  methods.  There  will  always  be  a  mutual  influence  between  the 
 researcher  and  the  research  field.  The  way  someone  interprets  the  surroundings  and  what 
 other  people  are  saying  depends  on  his  or  her  background  and  presumptions.  Thus,  the 
 researcher can be considered to be the co-creator of the interview as a product (Starrin, Renck 
 1996:58). In an  interview  situation  it  is  impossible to be objective, so the challenge  is to be 
 subjective in the most scientific way possible (Tafjord 2006:243-244).  


The  fact  that  I  am  a  Norwegian  woman,  a  student  and  27  years  old  will  inevitably  have 
 influenced my perspective on the material, as well as the informants‟ approach to me. Another 
 issue concerns my choice of location for the research. I chose Lebanon, a country other than 
 my  native  country.  The  fact  that  I  am  not  as  familiar  with  the  Lebanese  society  as  the 
 Norwegian,  not  to  mention  everything  that  is  taken  for  granted  by  the  Lebanese  in  the 
 Lebanese context which can be difficult for me to grasp, is something that must be taken into 
 consideration both by me and the reader.  


I believe that openness and courtesy towards the informants are essential in order to conduct a 
 good and rewarding interview. However, there is a balance between being close and being too 
 close  with the  informants. Being  close  friends  with the  informants can  make  it  harder to be 
 critical of negative things in the society one is studying (Kraft 2006:271). This is a challenge, 
 especially when encountering several people who express a wish that this thesis might be able 
 to  contribute  to  something  positive  in  the  Lebanese  society.  This  is  an  issue  I  have  had  in 
 mind during the work on the thesis.  



2.6 Analysis 


I  have  chosen  a  theme-based  analytical  approach  to  examine  the  different  aspects  of  my 
material. I extracted topics I found to be central in the interviews, and structured my analysis 
according  to  these.  This  process  of  coding  the  material  started  early.  Already  when  I  was 
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doing  the  interviews  and  transcriptions,  I  recognized  topics  that  were  recurring  in  the 
 material.  I  interpreted them  as  issues  the  informants  believed  to  be  important  in  connection 
 with  their  experience  with  interreligious  dialogue.  As  the  theoretical  framework  fell  into 
 place, this also made it easier to distinguish the  relevant and necessary thematic refinements 
 of the thesis. That  is,  my understanding of the  interview  material, the Lebanese context and 
 the theoretical framework resulted in the topics I chose to focus on in the analysis.  


When  conducting  qualitative  interviews,  another  dimension  is  provided  to  the  material  in 
 comparison  to  handling  written  text  only.  The  context  of  the  interview  situation  adds 
 information that has to be taken into account. When reading the written transcriptions I recall 
 the interview and the written words represent more to me than the actual words on the paper. 


For  example,  the  sentence  may  have  been  said  with  a  certain  look  on  the  face  of  the 
 interviewee  or  a  certain  tone  in  the  voice  which  can  imply  sarcasm,  joking,  importance, 
 excitement, anger, etc. As the researcher, I have to include this  information when doing  my 
 analysis.  In  addition  statements  acquire  their  meaning  depending  on  the  larger  context,  for 
 example  the  historical  and  societal  context  (Kvale  and  Brinkmann  2009:69-70).  This  is 
 necessary to be aware of. 


I have chosen to approach my  material mainly in an inductive manner. This means that it is 
 the  informants‟  world  views  and  their  understandings  of  personal  experiences  which  forms 
 the  basis  for  my  interpretation  and  selection  of  themes  to  analyze  (Salomonsen  2003:99). 


However, one will always bring some theoretical frameworks into the research situation, and 
thus one cannot say that the perspective is free of a deductive point of view. Nevertheless, it 
has been important for me to be as true to my informants' descriptions and explanations that I 
can  be  and  let  their  interviews  guide  my  choices  to  a  large  extent.  It  is  necessary  to  use  an 
existing  theoretical  framework  to  be  able  to  execute  an  analysis.  In  the  following  chapter  I 
will present and discuss the theoretical approaches I have used. 
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3 Theoretical frameworks 


In  this  chapter  I  will  describe  the  key  theoretical  perspectives  that  form  the  basis  for  the 
 analysis I am going to present in later chapters. As I have explained in the previous chapter, I 
 have  approached  the  material  in  an  inductive  way.  This  means  that  I  have  let  the  material 
 guide  my  theoretical  choices  to  a  large  extent.  I  have  not  chosen  only  one  theoretical 
 paradigm, but a combination of various theories in order to get an extensive understanding of 
 my  interview  material. The overall topic  in  my research  is how  my  informants express their 
 thoughts  about  interreligious  dialogue  in  Lebanon.  Interreligious  dialogue  presupposes 
 contact  between  members  of  different  religious  groups.  There  are  many  theoretical 
 approaches  to  analyzing  intergroup  relations  depending  on  which  academic  tradition  it 
 belongs to. I have chosen to combine theories  mainly  from social psychology,  interreligious 
 studies, social geography and political science in order to illuminate my material. 


In the following sections, my main emphasis is first on the intergroup contact hypothesis, and 
 theories concerning categorization. I have used theorists like Allport (1954), Pettigrew (1998), 
 Brewer  and  Miller  (1984).  Second,  I  explain  some  theoretical  perspectives  concerning  what 
 interreligious dialogue is. The strongest focus here lies on Leirvik‟s (2006) view of dialogue 
 as the  space  in  between  in  addition  to  Rasmussen‟s  (1997)  concept  of diapraxis.  Third,  I 
 explain theories concerning the concept of relational space with Doreen Massey (1995) in the 
 lead. In addition to the main three sections, I include some theoretical perspectives which will 
 be used less frequently; the concept of postmemory, the division of knowledge into theoretical 
 and  experiential  and  two  different  approaches  to  politics.  Finally,  conclude  this  chapter  by 
 discussing  the  different  perspectives  interrelatedly  and  why  I  have  chosen  these  particular 
 perspectives to illuminate my research material. 



3.1 The contact hypothesis 


Intergroup  contact  involves  face-to-face  interaction  between  members  of  different  social 
groups  and  the  contact  hypothesis  argues  that  groups  in  conflict  with  each  other,  through 
contact  under  certain  conditions,  can  undermine  negative  stereotypes  and  behavior  towards 
other groups. It may even lead to increased liking so that people want to interact (Evaldsson 
2007:68).  Several  scientists  have  contributed  to  this  field,  but  Gordon  Allport‟s  hypothesis 
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has proved to be the most influential. In his classic book, The nature of prejudice (1954), he 
 states  that  mere  contact  is  not  sufficient  to  improve  intergroup  relations.  Positive  effects  of 
 intergroup  contact  can  only  take  place  when  four  key  conditions  are  present:  1)  the 
 participants have to be on the same social level during the interaction, 2) the activities have to 
 include  intergroup  cooperation,  not  competition,  3)  the  participants  have  to  have  common 
 goals,  and  4)  the  interaction  between  different  groups  have  to  have  the  support  of  law  and 
 authorities  (Allport  1954:281).  In  other  words,  it  is  an  erroneous  notion  that  intergroup 
 contact  in  itself  will  produce  better  relationship  between  groups,  as  some  researchers  have 
 claimed.  Contact  can  also  reinforce  negative  stereotypes  and  prejudice,  especially  if  one  or 
 more of the four key conditions are missing (Evaldsson 2007:69-70).


Several  other  conditions  have  been  suggested  after  Allport‟s  four.  The  social  psychologist, 
 Thomas F. Pettigrew, a student of Allport, argues that there are now so many conditions that 
 the  hypothesis  is  in  danger  of  becoming  meaningless  because  no  situation  can  meet  all  of 
 them  (Pettigrew  1998:69-70).  However,  the  acceptance  for  a  fifth  condition  for  the  contact 
 hypothesis  is  relatively  wide:  “The  contact  situation  must  provide  the  participants  with  an 
 opportunity  to  become  friends”  (Pettigrew  1998:76).  That  is,  contact  between  members  of 
 different  groups  has  to  be  extensive  enough  and  recurring  often  enough  for  cross-group 
 friendships  to  develop.  In  Pettigrew‟s  words,  it  has  to  have  “friendship  potential”.  For 
 friendship  to  evolve,  “extensive  and  repeated  contact  in  a  variety  of  social  contexts” 


(Pettigrew 1998:76) is vital.  



Problems with the contact hypothesis 


Even if all of the conditions explained above are present in an intergroup situation, there can 
 still  be problems affecting the contact. For example, the context of the contact, the types of 
 contact and perceptions of fear, threats and insecurities among the individuals in contact can 
 have negative impact (Evaldsson 2007:70-71). 


Two central problems concerning the contact hypothesis is highlighted in the following. They 
involve  the  issues  of  getting  a  representative  sample  of  the  population  to  have  intergroup 
contact,  and  generalization  of  attitude  change.  First,  Thomas  Pettigrew  presents  a  problem 
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 concerning the contact hypothesis which he calls the causal  sequence problem. His research 
 suggests  that  people  with  prejudices  stay  away  from  situations  where  people  from  other 
 groups are present (Pettigrew 1998:69), for example such dialogue initiatives as I refer to in 
 this  thesis.  If  one  is  narrow-minded,  prejudiced  and  have  negative  feelings  towards  other 
 groups in the society, one will probably not seek out activities which aim to bring members of 
 different social groups together. The problem with this is that it can give a false impression of 
 the positive outcomes of contact. Contact under these circumstances may give an impression 
 of a better outcome than it would have done if a representative sample of the population had 
 participated  in  a  meeting.  Another  problem  is  that  it  makes  it  difficult  to  reach  those  who 


“need” the dialogue, so to speak. 


Second,  Pettigrew  addresses  the problem  of  generalization  of  attitude  change  and  criticizes 
 Allport  for  not  specifying  how  the  effects  of  contact  generalize  beyond  the  immediate 
 situation  (Pettigrew  1998:70).  It  may  be  useful  to  explore  this  generalization  from 
 interpersonal to intergroup contact9  in some more detail. Can positive effects from getting to 
 know one outgroup10  member affect attitudes towards the outgroup as a whole? Researchers 
 have answered this question in different ways. Hewstone and Brown, for example, emphasize 
 the importance of group salience in order for generalization to occur, meaning that the group 
 identities  are  emphasized  in  a  group  meeting.  They  state that  effects  of  contact  can  only  be 
 generalized to the outgroup if the people interacting view each other as typical representatives 
 of  their  groups  (Hewstone  and  Brown  1986:18-19).  However,  when  seen  in  the  light  of 
 Byrne‟s (1971) similarity principle, which states that people with similar interests and values 
 seek each other out, it means that people from different groups in contact with each other are 
 likely  to  share  interests  and  values.  He  also  states  that  outgroup  members  with  the  same 
 interest as the ingroup members often will not be seen as typical for the  outgroup; hence the 
 group salience will be low. Pettigrew (1998) follow up this train of thoughts by writing that 
 the  people  most  likely  to  participate  in  intergroup  meetings  will  be  the  ones  least  likely  to 
 cause generalization in attitudes (Pettigrew 1998:74).  


      


9 Interpersonal contact means contact on an individual basis, while intergroup contact means contact on a 
 group basis (Evaldsson 2007:62-63). 


10 An outgroup is a group which the perceiver does not belong to (Brewer 2003:20-21). 
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Pettigrew  (1986)  and  Abu-Nimer  (1999)  address  another  problem  concerning  Allport‟s 
 contact  hypothesis.  They  suggest  that  it  should  relate  more  to  the  macro  level.  It  operates 
 mainly at the individual level, something which may lead the researcher to underestimate the 
 systems'  impact  on  the  group  relations.  Pettigrew  argues  that  individual  prejudice  is 
 important,  but  the  biggest  problem  is  the  institutionalized  discrimination.  Prejudice  is  not 
 primarily  a  psychological  problem,  but  a  social  construction.  Pettigrew  argues  that  group 
 contact alone  is  not enough  to change society,  it  is  necessary to  change the system, remove 
 intergroup separation and institutional discrimination as well (Pettigrew 1986:172-173). 



3.2 Categorization 


The tendency for people to differentiate themselves according to group membership was first 
 documented  in  anthropological  observations  made  by  Sumner  (1906).  He  introduced  the 
 terms ingroup and outgroup, referring to the social group an individual belongs to or does not 
 belong  to  (Brewer  2003:20-21).  It  is  also  a  widely  accepted  opinion  that  human  beings 
 categorize everything around them into clusters in order to make sense of the world (Brewer 
 2003;Abrams  and  Hogg  2001).  People  are  placed  into  social  groups,  ranging  from  small 
 groups  like  families  and  friends,  to  large  social  groups  according  to  religion  and  political 
 affiliation.  Brewer  writes  that  in  order  to  understand  intergroup  dynamics,  one  must 
 understand  the  social  categorization  used  to  draw  the  ingroup-outgroup  differentiations 
 (Brewer 2003:6). Studies show that an individual is more likely to attribute positive  qualities 
 to  one‟s  ingroup  than  to  one‟s  outgroup  (Brewer  2003:21).  In  addition,  the  members  of 
 outgroups  are  very  often  considered  more  homogenous  that  the  members  of  one‟s  ingroup 
 (Evaldsson 2007:65). 



The decategorization model  


Brewer  and  Miller  present  in  their  book  Beyond  the  contact  hypothesis:  theoretical 
perspectives  on  desegregation  (1984)  a  model  of  intergroup  contact  called  the 
decategorization  model.  It  is  based  on  the  idea  that  for  contact  to  have  positive  effects, 
interaction must be person based as opposed to group based. If the interaction is group based, 
it will most likely be characterized by the fact that members of the outgroup are perceived as a 
homogeneous  mass  without taking  into  account the  differences  that  exist  within  a  group.  If 
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