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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Abstract This chapter defines the notion “failed state” and poses a new
research question.

At the outset, I define this notion with the aim of building up a theo-
retical framework capable of interpreting the discourse that materializes
collapse in a county.

I argue that the literature looking specifically at the meaning of failed
state is extensive; however, I have not encountered, up to the time of
writing, a study that analyses discourse in a failed state. The previous
reflections on the concept of a “failed” or “fragile” state prompt a novel
discussion and definition of the term, namely one based on discourse anal-
ysis, and its contribution in shaping the plural character of its meaning. I
also argue that this book will explore the role of discourse in indicating
the degree of state collapse and failure; hence the principal argument
is that discourse both plays a role in that collapse and is a presenting
symptom of social disintegration. Through this project, I seek to bridge
this apparent gap in applied linguistic research on state failure.

Keywords Asabiyyah - Definition of “failed state” - Measuring state
failure - Rentier capitalism - Social cohesion in discourse - Social
exclusion
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Since 2019 up to the time of writing this book, the state of Lebanon
has experienced a series of deep political and economic crises. On 17
October 2021, this resulted in a revolution, which started as a series of
civil protests condemning unjust financial measures, corruption, sectarian
rule and economic meltdown. This book is based on my observations of
a new discourse being disseminated among the citizens. In their attempt
to blame everyone but themselves, the failing government have continu-
ously coined and legitimized a raft of unjust terminology to fit its purpose,
making the citizens themselves complicit in the process of civic decay.
Moreover, political and financial institutions have kept producing and
reproducing the new terminology and adding new expressions and social
meanings, giving the illusion to the citizen that the new terms reflect their
own interest.

That said, I have also observed intriguing narratives circulating among
the Lebanese nation, many of which are characterized by impolite or
negative discourse. For example, a narrative that has prevailed among
many Lebanese citizens, whenever asked about the fate of their own
country is: “We are going to hell”. The expression comes from the
warning by the last President, Michel Aoun, in 2020, when asked where
Lebanon was heading if there was no agreement on forming a new
government (Francis and Perry 2020). This kind of zeitgeist has become
recurrent in daily discourse inside the Lebanese society. As a consequence,
the term “failed state” to designate Lebanon’s situation has emerged in
the discourse of the citizenry and in a very noticeable manner. In fact,
it has become a system of thought and mode of communication that
constructs the citizens’ experience of their own state. In its broad refer-
ence, the term is common currency on social media, in political debates,
in TV programmes and news outlets, as well as in daily papers and opinion
pieces to indicate the state of collapse and failure within this country.

Conscious of this phenomenon that I have personally experienced in
Lebanon, I have been prompted to examine the concept “failed state”
from an academic standpoint and relate it to the status quo in Lebanon.
In this respect, I hope to add an additional insightful understanding to
its broad definition, specifically from the standpoint of a socio-linguistic
investigative study of a type of discourse that is exclusively exchanged in
a failed state. As the study gradually unfolds, it will be shown that such
discourse may be both an indicator of and a collaborator in the state’s
collapse.



