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Introduction: 

This essay imagines a conversation among three different communities of scholarship on democracy. One approach, what we might call scientific studies of political economy, tends to explore the relationship between economic development and democracy (or sometimes more broadly, regime type); it uses formal theoretical models combined with statistical ones for empirical testing in an effort to come up with law-like rules or patterns governing political behavior. Another approach, framed by a philosophical commitment to understanding the relationship between words and politics, examines the conceptual conundrums and meanings associated with words such as democracy.  Still another approach, often termed interpretive, investigates the substantive activities undertaken by individuals and/or groups comprising the political order –the everyday practices and systems of signification associated with democracy in particular places.  Each is dedicated to solving problems of abiding relevance to empirical politics, and each employs one or more methods to do so. Yet the kinds of questions, the terms of debate, the definition of democracy, the importance of science, the role methods play, and the underlying epistemological commitments animating each, differ in critical and recognizable ways.  This paper considers the questions that are enabled or foreclosed in opting for one approach over the other.  It asks: what are the political and scholarly stakes involved in thinking about democracy in ways that emphasize scientific methods or that tackle long-standing theoretical confusions?  How can the example of democracy help us consider the ramifications of embarking on a large-n analysis, on the one hand, or a case study, on the other? What combinations are possible and fruitful?  

The essay is divided into three parts.  Part One examines an exemplary large-n, methodologically motivated analysis in which a minimalist definition of democracy as contested elections is operationalized.  Part Two discusses how a Wittgensteinian approach complicates the picture of what democracy means, offering us potentially valuable lessons about how we think about politics.  Part Three demonstrates how interpretive methods can be used to grasp substantive everyday political practices of contestation outside of electoral channels. Underlying each approach, I argue, is an important ideological commitment and scholarly understanding of the discipline, which has consequences for what politics means and how political science positions itself in relation to actual political conundrums. 

I. Scientific Studies of Political Economy:

In a recent and influential book, Democracy and Development: Political Institutions and Well-Being in the World, 1950-1990, Adam Przeworski, Michael E. Alvarez, Jose Antonio Cheibub and Fernando Limongi attempt to assess the impact of regime type on “economic well-being” or more blandly, “economic performance.”  Przeworski et al. thus define the terms and develop the classificatory rules that are then applied to historical observations of 141 countries between 1950 (or the year of the country’s independence) and 1990, as well as to a smaller data set used in the rest of the book.  They find that transitions to democracy can occur in poor and wealthy countries, but the probability that democracies will survive increases as per capita incomes get bigger.  Conversely, poor countries may make a transition to democracy, but they are less likely to sustain an electoral system over time (273).  Moreover, regimes that successfully consolidate the electoral process generate more wealth and wealth brings benefits, such as marked improvements in public health and medical technology (277).  Poverty is conducive to dictatorships, which makes lives miserable (277).  

The authors rely on a “minimalist” and formalistic definition of democracy as "a regime in which those who govern are selected through contested elections" (Przeworski et al. 2000, 15).  Operationalizing this definition entails the specification of classificatory rules.  Democracies are regimes in which the following rules obtain: the chief executive and legislature must both be elected in a multi-party system in which alternation in office via elections is observable.  Contestation exists when there is an opposition that has “some chance of winning office as a consequence of elections” (16).  Alternation in office is “prima facie evidence” of such contestation, which entails “ex-ante uncertainty,” “ex-post irreversibility,” and “repeatability”(16).  The authors argue that uncertainty does not imply unpredictability because “the probability distribution of electoral chances is typically known.  All that is necessary for outcomes to be uncertain is that it be possible for some incumbent party to lose” (17). From the point of view of procedures, then, outcomes are uncertain because even though Mayor Daley of Chicago never loses, for example, the rules and procedures are institutionalized so that he could, in principle, lose. The authors also maintain that lest scholars quibble about what “democracy” means, alternative definitions give rise to "almost identical classifications of the actual observations."  Their classification system, "though more extensive than most…. differs little from all others with which we could compare it" (Przeworski et al. 2000, 10).  

However, this similarity in classifications in which a regime is either a democracy or a dictatorship results from a shared reliance on a formalistic notion of what democracy is. The authors opt for a nominal classification over a ratio scale, analogizing the latter to the “the proverbial pregnancy….Democracy can be more or less advanced, [but] one cannot be half-democratic: There is no natural zero point (Przeworski et al. 2000, 57).  In this view, scholars who attempt to argue that democracy is a continuous feature over all regimes are simply wrong (e.g., Bollen and Jackman 1989, 612).  Although some democracies are more advanced than others, dictatorships cannot be partially democratic. This binary formulation of democracy is true only if one accepts that the nominal classification system they provide is what democracy means.  This conceptualization seems too narrow to capture democracy’s substantive connotations --the fact of its grammar and the conventions of its use.        

There are, of course, definitions of democracy that might generate alternative systems of classification.  As Ian Shapiro notes:

Democracy means different things to different people.  Sometimes it is identified with a particular decision rule; at other times it conjures up the spirit of an age.  Democracy can be defined by reference to lists of criteria (such as regular elections, competitive parties, and a universal franchise), yet sometimes it is a comparative idea: the Athenian polis exemplified few characteristics on which most contemporary democrats would insist, but it was relatively democratic by comparison with other ancient Greek city-states.  Many people conceive of democratic government in procedural terms; others insist that it requires substantive—usually egalitarian—distributive arrangements.  In some circumstances democracy connotes little more than an oppositional ethic; in others it is taken to require robust republican self-government.  And whereas some commentators insist that collective deliberation is the high point of democratic politics, for others deliberation is an occupational hazard of democracy (Shapiro 1999, 17).

Imagine adopting a definition of democracy that stresses responsive and accountable government, political and social equality, institutionalized opposition and/or widespread participation. Iris Marion Young, for example, suggests a working definition of democracy in which citizens influence and have a direct political impact on the choices and actions of those who govern.  For Young, there are regimes in which such connections are strong and those in which they are weak (Young 2000, 173).  Young's definition would presumably yield a system of classification based on a continuum rather than on the dichotomous system favored by Przeworski et al.  She emphasizes responsive and accountable government rather than contested elections.  Although contested elections might be one way to ensure responsive and accountable government, there is no necessary connection between contested elections and responsiveness and accountability.  Or to put it differently, there is nothing in the formalistic definition of democracy which specifies how democratic rulers should act once elected, or what their duties and obligations as rulers are, or should be (Pitkin 1967; Nikolova n.d.).  

As Hanna Pitkin notes, a formalistic view of what she calls, "representative government" operates like a "black box shaped by the initial giving of authority, within which the representative can do whatever he pleases" (Pitkin, 1967, 39).  This view, what Pitkin calls the “authorization” position, makes elections the key criterion of representative democracy; representation is "seen as a grant of authority by the voters to the elected officials" (Pitkin 1967, 43).  The problem with such a perspective is that "if representing means merely acting with special rights, or acting with someone else bearing the consequences, then there can be no such thing as representing well or badly" (Pitkin 1967, 43).  In other words, there can be no such thing as continual accountability or immediate responsiveness, no account of how those elected actually govern, and whether their policies work for or against the citizens who have elected them.

In fact, when Przeworski et al. do have to elaborate on their understanding of democracy, they are inconsistent in their treatment of accountability.  In the first chapter, they state: "governmental responsibility either directly to voters or to a parliament elected by them is a defining feature of democracy" (Przeworski et al. 2000, 15).  Yet they also make the opposite claim that "accountability," "responsiveness", or "representation" should not be treated as definitional features of democracy (Przeworski et al, 2000, 33).
  The contradiction reveals some of the tensions inherent in formalistic understandings.  On the one hand, there are good reasons for not including accountability in a definition designed to facilitate large-n coding --the term accountability is itself muddled, and it may be hard to measure.  On the other hand, formalists should have no difficulty accepting a view of accountability and responsiveness in which holding politicians accountable simply means re-electing them or removing them from office (Pitkin 1967). Both the authorization and the accountability view are "formalistic in the sense that their defining criterion for representation lies outside the activity of representing itself, before it begins or after it ends" (Pitkin 1967, 59). A substantive view of accountability is more like Young's, in which citizens have an impact on what government officials actually do while they are doing it. Przeworski et al. may be sacrificing a key feature of what distinguishes democracy from other forms of governance, namely that the relationship between ruler and ruled in a democracy is one that is representative in the substantive, active sense of the term. As Pitkin points out, "we show a government to be representative not by demonstrating its control over its subjects, but just the reverse, by demonstrating that its subjects have control over what it does" (Pitkin 1967, 232).  

Participation represents another set of classificatory and conceptual troubles for Przeworski et al.  The definition of democracy as “rule by the people” (derived from the Greek demokratia) has generated multiple interpretations, among which are accounts that emphasize participation.  Przeworski et al. argue that participation should not be part of the definition of democracy, but rather a separate variable whose relation to democracy can be open to empirical scrutiny.  It is unclear, however, why any of the characteristics Przeworski et al. do identify as intrinsic to democracy are more inherent to the concept than participation is.  Given the confines of a formalistic definition of democracy as electoral contestation, moreover, the omission of participation seems particularly odd, and perhaps, incoherent. The authors justify their exclusion by arguing that "empirical evidence from Western Europe and Latin America indicates that the distribution of votes among parties changes only slowly after each extension of suffrage, implying that even when suffrage is highly restricted divergent interests are being represented" (Przeworski et al. 2000, 34).  

A notion of electoral contestation that does not imply widespread political participation may facilitate coding trans-historically, but it denies the context specific ways in which we currently understand democratic relations between rulers and ruled.  Would a country in which contestation meant competition among a small elite be a democracy in any meaningful sense of the term today?  Surely the disenfranchisement of large numbers of people disqualifies a political regime from being democratic in most of our ordinary language uses of the word.  If highly restricted suffrage can nevertheless count as democracy then the reasons for insisting on a multi-party system seem arbitrary and unhelpful.  It is unclear why a one-party system could not be democratic if divergent interests might be represented.  Indeed, as Boriana Nikolova points out, it is not even clear why elections should be held at all if divergent interests can be represented without citizens voting (Nikolova, n.d.). 

A thin or minimalist definition is a choice dictated by methodology, a way of facilitating coding in the interests of scientific objectivity.  The authors, committed to value-free scholarship produce causal explanations reliant on a nomothetical understanding of what causation entails.  Formulated by Hume and formalized by Carl Hempel, the task of science, in this view, is to discover a “covering law” that, along with observable initial conditions, can be said to produce the observed event (Hempel 1965; see also Hume, discussed in Kolakowski 11-44; and Cederman 1997). Yet ideological biases trouble claims of impartiality, and the belief in the inherent value of science as a method of producing objective truth about the real world coincides with a commitment to the value of defending U.S. liberalism. For example, Przeworski et al. criticize Dahl's use of participation in his definition of democracy and justify their own exclusion of the phenomenon because the threshold for participation Dahl invokes is "too high," thereby disqualifying the United States as a democracy until the 1950s (Przeworski et al. 2000, 34). Yet it is unclear why excluding the U.S. is a problem per se.  Indeed, the very properties that are used to classify countries as democracies or dictatorships seem designed to code democracies as those systems resembling the United States, although the authors are explicit in disparaging “ideologically motivated labels that measure only similarities to the United States” (Przeworski et al. 2000, 34). Bracketing this seeming contradiction in positions, we might still argue that the authors avoid some of the thorny issues about American democracy that might emerge if phenomena such as political equality or participation were included in a definition. Dahl’s insistence on participation emerges from his commitment to a pluralist understanding of democracy in which minority group interests get represented.  Lani Guinier, among others, chronicles how difficult it is for “permanent” minorities to be included in a majoritarian electoral process. Elections may actually discourage widespread participation, rather than encourage it.  Indeed, Przeworski et al.’s Democracy and Development occasionally reads as if it were an advertisement for the Anglo-American system --“the yearnings of an ideology seeking repose”-- to borrow from Sheldon Wolin’s description of Rawls’ liberalism, rather than the disinterested study it purports to be (Wolin 1996, 117; Cited in Honig 2001, 798).  

The authors might be better off avoiding the term “democracy” altogether. The overall objective of this large-n study would thus be to explain the relationship between contested elections and economic development without producing an account of democracy that seems to foreclose thinking about political participation within and outside of electoral confines. But even the notion of contested elections may require some account of the conditions that enable its exercise, such as the possibilities for participation in the electoral system, access to information and political office, the range of choices among candidates, and the lived political experiences of apathy, despair, impotence, joy, and accomplishment that determine whether elections are actually competitive in any meaningful sense of that word.

By identifying the general relationship between regime type and economic well-being, Democracy and Development and projects similar to it evacuate the messy stuff of politics –of initiative, spontaneity, self-fashioning, revelation, ingenuity, action, creativity -- outside of electoral arrangements --from notions of contestation. It is possible to view democracy in terms of elections and recognize other forms of vibrant political life, but what is at issue is whether those other forms must be studied or can safely be disregarded in the interests of science. Election oriented approaches make measuring democracy easier than it otherwise would be by identifying observable rules, thereby allowing the classification and comparison of a large number of cases (Shaffer 1998, 3).  Large-n studies of democracy also contribute to our knowledge about the effects of contested elections on economic performance, and about how regime types or particular electoral arrangements determine political outcomes (Shaffer 1998, 4; On the latter, see Lijphart’s oft-cited discussion of PR systems 1984).  They are incapable, however, of capturing the substantive activities that define people’s everyday political experiences.  We need additional methods and a reconsideration of our concepts if we are to engage in the study of politics.  As Wittgenstein shows us, the point is not that a methodologically driven definition of democracy as contested elections is wrong, but that the assumptions underlying such analysis miss something important about what we call democracy.

II. Wittgenstein and Ordinary Language Use Analysis:
In the Philosophical Investigations, Ludwig Wittgenstein opens with a passage from Augustine's Confessions and proceeds to show us how this account of how humans learn language rests on a number of unwarranted and false assumptions, assumptions that Wittgenstein himself once shared.PRIVATE 
  Augustine presents us with a "picture of language," in which words are essentially the names of objects in the world, so that each word could be attached to the appropriate object like a label.  "The individual words in language name objects.…Every word has a meaning.  This meaning is correlated with the word.  It is the object for which the word stands" (Wittgenstein 1958, 2e).  The basic function of a word is to signify or refer, to stand for an object.  Such assumptions are familiar and plausible.  They remind us of some of the ways in which we do teach children the names of certain kinds of objects.  We might, for example, point to a doll and pronounce the word, self-consciously attempting to teach a child the relationship between the word and the object.

But certain words cannot be taught by “ostensive definition” (Pitkin 1972, 31-36).  Children acquire words like "the" or "whether" or "despite" without being taught by pointing to objects or associating labels with a visible sign.  Moreover, although one can point to a spouse one cannot teach the meaning of spouse by pointing to one (Pitkin, 1972, 30-50).  The meanings of abstract concepts such as “democracy,” “justice,” “the nation,” or “allegiance” are also not learned by pointing to an object, but rather by speaking the words and responding to speech in the context of their use. According to Wittgenstein (1958, 225), “What determining the length’ means is not learned by learning what length and determining are; the meaning of the word ‘length’ is learnt by learning, among other things, what it is to determine length (Wittgenstein 1958, 225).  

Wittgenstein advises us to ask: on what occasions and for what purposes do we say a particular word?  What kinds of actions accompany these words?  Imagine applying these questions to a concept, such as “democracy.”  We might begin by tracing the etymological roots of the word, because a word rarely shirks off its etymology completely (Austin1961, 149; Cited in Pitkin 1972, 10). We might chart the ways in which the word has been used over time in ordinary language, in scholarly texts, or both.  We might then think of its “family resemblance” to other words, the contexts within which we might say “equality,” “freedom,” “participation,” “elections,” or “contestation” rather than “democracy.” What are the synonyms and antonyms associated with the concept? When do we use the concept in its verb forms and when do we use it as a noun? What do these uses tell us about the word?  How do we judge the contribution of an approach that reduces this myriad to a universal dichotomy between contested elections and their absence?

A concept deserves Wittgensteinian attention not because theorists have got it right and have used it to explain reality, but because the confusions and arguments the concept generates reveal to us important tensions in how we think and act in the world.  Knowing how a word is used is crucial in knowing what the phenomenon in question is (Pitkin 1967, 9-11).  The point, then, is not to arrive at an authoritative definition of democracy, but rather to explore how our different uses imply various understandings of what a democratic politics entails.

Wittgenstein liked to say that such analyses can help “clear the fog,” to understand the source of scholarly confusions in order to eliminate them.  An ordinary language use analysis might also be employed to examine the meaning of a concept such as “democracy” in other countries.  For example, in Democracy in Translation Frederick Shaffer uses the case of Senegal to explore the differences between elite and ordinary, citizens’ understandings of what democracy means.  Although Shaffer problematically attributes these differences to “culture,” the fieldwork evidence suggests that class affiliation may be of paramount importance: Senegalese elites tend to invoke the word “democracy” (or its French equivalent democratie) in ways similar to Schumpeter and Przeworski.  A democratic system is one in which elections are contested and outcomes are uncertain.  Lower class, less-educated Senegalese use the Wolof equivalent, demokaraasi, to mean “equality” or equal distribution of material resources, however.  Shaffer shows that the meanings of democracy may have consequences for how elections are implemented and what sorts of reactions they evince.  He also suggests that attending to lived experience requires thinking through what democracy means in context.  Whereas as Przeworski et al. have offered us a scientifically rigorous study of whether contested elections, in their definition, do or do not correlate positively with wealth, this is only partly what democracy means or what citizens understand it to mean.  

Imagine a Wolof speaker who understands demokaraasi to mean equality interacting with a Przeworskian who wants to ask the question of whether democracy generates economic well-being or wealth.  The question would hardly make sense because both the independent and dependent variables are too much alike, indeed the Wolof speaker might understand Przeworski et al. to be asking whether economic well-being generates economic well-being. (In fairness, the authors’ understandings of economic well-being are much less minimalist than their definitions of democracy, and therefore, the indicators are more varied than those selected for democracy.)  Or consider Malcolm Bradbury’s Doctor Criminale (1992). Gertla Riviero, the Hungarian ex-wife of a postmodern philosopher ruminates on the recent transitions to democracy and free market economics: “’Democracy, the free market, she muses, do you really think they can save us?…Marxism [was] a great idea, democracy [is] just a small idea.  It promises hope, and it gives you [Kentucky] Fried Chicken” (Cited in Comaroff and Comaroff, 124 from Bradbury 1992, 276). As anthropologists Jean and John Comaroff argue, “Gertla Riviero’s question carries an obvious, ominous punch, precisely because it calls into doubt our taken-for-granted narrative of democratization, a heroic liberal myth which links the conventional practices of modernist politics to the prospect of material and social salvation. So, too, if in a different way, does the image of a patient, passive people standing in millennial lines to choose either cheap food or political candidates”(Comaroff and Comaroff 124).  In both the Wolof speaker’s case and the fictional Ms. Riviero’s, it is less geographical location or group traits that characterize their understandings of democracy and more each person’s relationship to political power.  

One may disagree with the connection of fatty fast food preferences with preferences for political candidates.  Indeed, one can imagine Przeworski et al.’s study being used to demonstrate how wrong the fictional Ms. Riviero is.  But one can also imagine a fictional Ms. Riviero questioning a data set on democracy that ends in 1990 (a year after the onset of arguably the greatest global transformation of the last half century occurred), or wondering how a study on “democracy” can paper over contemporary experiences of alienation, passion, outrage, and despair.  Moreover, both scientifically-minded scholars of politics and those who have experienced transitions to electoral regimes and a free market economy should demand a fuller account or theory of the mechanisms that could make elections generate economic well-being when they do.  The absence of a theoretical story from the account is by no means a product of the methods used, and a Wittgensteinian ordinary language analysis is ill-equipped to provide a story of mechanisms, whereas other scientific large-n analyses might. (See, for example. Boix 2003; Stokes and Boix, n.d.), as we shall see below. 

What a Wittgensteinian ordinary language use analysis can do is help us question our taken-for-granted assumptions when conceptual puzzlement obstructs and distracts us from our work. Such an analysis might be used, as some political theorists do, to achieve conceptual clarity, and by extension, to teach us how we think. By making these assumptions explicit, they can be evaluated against alternative perceptions of the world, not with the aim of resolving conflicting commitments or phenomena, but with the objective of doing justice to them (Pitkin, 1972, 23). In this sense, Wittgenstein allows us to think dialectically (Pitkin, 1972, 23). By “dialectical,” I mean a relationship in which two terms are defined and generated in reference to each other, yet can come into conflict, both conceptually in their meanings and causally in the world.  The only way of handling such material is by synthesis –i.e., by maintaining an overview that includes both sides without stifling the conflict or denying their logical incompatibilities (Wedeen 2002).
  Applied to democracy, a dialectical approach allows us to see how people are both authors and addressees of the law (Habermas 2001; Honig 2001), or how democracy can entail both rule by the people and the rule of law, both popular sovereignty and representative government.  We can thus begin to understand how concepts reflect tensions between ideals and their realization, and how opposing definitions can have a plausibility that permits us to identify separately with the arguments of each (Pitkin 1967).  

III. Interpretive Methods: 
A). About Interpretation

Interpretive social science is a rubric referring to a variety of different epistemological, methodological, and political commitments.  The “interpretive turn” is used at times as a synonym for the “cultural turn” (Hunt and Bonnell) and at others for “hermeneutics” (Rabinow and Sullivan; Geertz).  It sometimes means a commitment among practitioners “to violate the positivist taboo against joining evaluative concerns with descriptions of fact” (Rabinow and Sullivan 1978; 1987), and it sometimes connotes a belief that such a divide is impossible to sustain in practice, so that normative claims and factual statements necessarily infuse one another. Geertz is a practitioner of hermeneutics whose ideas provide an alternative to the structuralism he opposes; Foucault is often considered to be “beyond structuralism and hermeneutics” (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1982).  Both scholars may be reasonably termed interpretivists.  

The label may be so elastic as to refer to everything and nothing at the same time.  

Nevertheless, there are at least four characteristics uniting interpretivists, despite their differences.  First, interpretivists, to borrow from Foucault, question the “power that is presumed to accompany …science"  (Foucault 1972: 84). Second, interpretivists are interested in language and other symbolic systems, what is sometimes termed “culture” in the literature.  Third, interpretivists are also “constructivists” in the sense that they see the world as socially made, so that the categories, presuppositions, and classifications that refer to particular phenomena are manufactured rather than natural.  There is no such thing as ethnicity or race, for example, outside of the social conditions that make such classifications meaningful.  The task of an interpretivist may be, then, to see the sort of work these categories do, while accounting for how they come to seem natural when they do. Fourth and relatedly, interpretivists tend to eschew the individualist orientation that characterizes rational choice and behaviorist literatures.  Although some interpretivists stress the importance of agentive individuals, they do not assume a maximizing, cost-benefit calculator who is unproblematically divorced from actual historical processes (e.g., Bourdieu 1978).  Ideas, beliefs, values, and “preferences” are always embedded in a social world, which is constituted through humans’ linguistic, institutional, and practical relations with others (Wedeen 2002). 

Some of the most promising problem-driven interpretive work conceives of culture, not as sedimented essences inhering in particular groups, nor as group traits, but rather as practices of meaning-making --as “semiotic practices.”  Studying meaning-production entails analyzing the relations between agents’ practices (e.g., their work habits, gendered norms, self-policing strategies, and leisure patterns) and systems of signification (language and other symbolic systems) (Sewell 1999; Wedeen 2002; see also Ortner 1997).  The words “semiotic practices” are shorthand for this approach.  This version of culture can be employed on two levels.  First, culture as semiotic practices refers to what language and symbols do –how they are inscribed in practices that operate to produce observable political effects.  Second, “semiotic practices” is also a lens.  It offers a view of political phenomena by focusing attention on how and why actors invest them with meaning.  While every activity has a semiotic component, the point here is not to assert that politics must be examined from a semiotic-practical point of view.  Whether one does or does not explore processes of meaning-making will depend on the particular research problem one confronts (Wedeen 2002, 2).  

In stark contrast to grasping an inner essence, conceptualizing culture as processes of meaning-making requires thinking pragmatically, discovering what we know and what we need to know through our familiarity with context and language.  We can then ask questions about the conditions under which specific material and semiotic activities emerge, the contexts within which they find public expression, the work they do in the world, and the irregularities they generate in the process of reproduction.  In short, the approach I embrace generates empirical findings with observable implications of manifest importance to politics.
  

An interpretive approach that emphasizes semiotic practices allows us to shift our attention away from the minimalist, formalist notion of electoral procedures to other dimensions of what might be construed as “democratic” practice.  In what follows, I explore the reproduction of what Barrington Moore and Ian Shapiro have both termed “loyal” opposition (Shapiro 1999, 39; Moore cited in Shapiro 1999, 39) through everyday qat chew practices in Yemen.  The example of Yemen demonstrates how a formalistic account fails to capture lived political experience in which lively public sphere activities operate to produce important forms of political engagement and participation. I end by suggesting why such vibrant forms of public sphere activity do not lead to contested elections, and thus return to the large-n work that best supplies possible answers to that question.

B). The Case of Yemeni Qat Chews as Public Sphere Activities:

Yemen cannot be considered "democratic" in the formalistic or “minimalist” sense of the term. The President is not selected through contested elections, and there has been no alternation in the executive since 1978. Viewed from a perspective of electoral contestation that is not binary and allows for assessments of more or less democracy, Yemen is more democratic than most countries in the Middle East, however.  There is a weak, but functioning opposition, made manifest in part by political parties competing for votes in local and parliamentary elections under conditions that favor the ruling party but enable other parties to win in some districts. Viewed from a perspective of citizen influence and impact, the fact of an armed population, a free press, and civic associations relatively independent of state control also make Yemen more democratic than most countries in the Middle East.  No visitor to Yemen can help but notice the vigorous forms of non-electoral contestation that animate daily life. It is a country where lively, critical public discussion, a weak but multi-party system, a free press relative to other parts of the Arab world, and active civic associations indicate vibrant, "democratic" (in the sense of participatory) political experience (Carapico 1998; see also Habermas [1962] 1996).  By investigating qat chew conversations as instances of what Habermasians call “public sphere” practice, we can think through the role everyday substantive practices play politically in Yemen, and perhaps, more generally.  An interpretive engagement with the example of qat chews in Yemen can also draw our attention to some of the problems with Habermas’ formulation of the “public sphere” and to the merits of exploring lived political experience.  

Jurgen Habermas’ influential book, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society ([1962]; 1996), offers an historical account of the emergence and decline of the “bourgeois public sphere” in modern Europe. For Habermas, the term “public sphere” connotes both a set of places (coffee houses and salons) where bourgeois citizens historically met to argue about literary and political matters and the substantive activity of private persons coming together as a public for the purposes of rational-critical debate.  Public debate, according to Habermas “was supposed to transform voluntas into a ratio that in the public competition of private arguments came into being as the consensus about what was practically necessary in the interest of all” (Emphasis in the original, 83).  As substantive activity, the public sphere held out the promise of transcending the narrow confines of a particular class’s interests because conversations tended to allow private bourgeois persons to come together as a public and to be “nothing more than human” in both their interactions with others and in their “self-interpretations” (48).  Or put somewhat differently, the “fully developed public sphere” was a fiction, according to Habermas, which entailed the historical identification of “the public” of property owners with the more generalized notion of a public of “human beings pure and simple”(56).  Thus the specifically bourgeois character of the actual public sphere could, in principle, be broadened to include everyone by generating the vocabulary, attitudes of equality, and activities of critical debate conducive to the “political freedom of the individual in general” (56).  

In Yemen, the institution analogous to the institutional space of salons and coffee houses and the substantive activity of rational, critical debate is the qat chew.  Qat, a leafy stimulant drug with similarities in effect to caffeine, is often chewed in the context of structured conversations occurring in public or semi-public places.  In large rooms of people’s houses or of a civic association’s offices, people, some of whom are strangers to one another, meet to debate critically about literary matters, political life, and social problems.
  Qat chew gatherings, like salon and coffee house interchanges, vary in the size and composition of their publics, the mode of their proceedings, and the topics open to debate, and they, like their historical Western European counterparts, often entail structured, on-going discussions, which might be prompted by international current events, by local domestic problems, or by a special guest in attendance.   In addition, marriages are arranged and business deals solidified, village shaykhs (chiefs) chosen and local troubles resolved over qat.  Qat chews also enable the exchange of important information.  The anthropologist Shelagh Weir likens these gatherings to a “kind of institutionalized grapevine” in which information about local and national affairs gets exchanged (125; see also Sheila Carapico who analogizes qat gatherings to American focus groups).  Qat chews occasion the generation and verification of rumors (including ones about electoral results), the trading of knowledge by peasants about farming techniques and current agricultural programs, the negotiation by religious experts of prevailing theological problems, and the bargaining among elites about policy, political positions, and alliances. Sometimes one issue is discussed in depth, at other times a number of issues may animate the afternoon. Qat is chewed at weddings and funerals, at intellectuals’ workshops, political party conferences, poetry “jams,” editorial meetings, and student study sessions. Shopkeepers may go back to work and chew there; physical laborers may chew on the job; physicians may attend a gathering for part of the time and then return to work.  Most people, even those who do not chew, are organized in one way or another around the social world of afternoon qat consumption.

By all accounts, the number of men and women participating in qat chews has increased over time.
  In the former People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen (PDRY), qat chewing was prohibited on weekdays, which meant that gatherings were restricted in most places to Thursdays and Fridays. In the former northern Yemen Arab Republic, the influx of labor remittance income in the 1970s resulted in a marked increase in the consumption of qat and of both men and women’s qat gatherings (Weir1985, 85; see also Mundy 1981, 61). Researchers reported the proliferation of formal and informal contexts in which a majority of men and a large minority of women spent their afternoons chewing qat in sex segregated public sessions, the increasing number of workers and small shopkeepers chewing qat on the job, the expansion in size and number of markets where qat was sold, and the growing amount of land devoted to qat cultivation (Gerholm 1977, 53; Tutwiler and Carapico 1981, 49-59; Weir 1985).
  Despite the dire straits of the bust economy of the 1980s and the subsequent return of an estimated 1.5 million labor migrants from Saudi Arabia in 1991, qat consumption has continued to rise --and thus so too have the occasions for critical debates in public. Even the gradual constriction of certain democratic possibilities in the aftermath of the 1994 civil-war has not seemed to affect the thematic orientation or political climate of the qat chew, the relative ease with which Yemenis have come to voice their critical opinions and to put forth arguments about politicians and policies in public. 

Patronage networks are reproduced during some qat chews in which villagers and self-identified tribesmen visit the home of a nationally powerful political leader or local notable in order to secure promises of goods and services. Politicians may use the qat chew to meet with constituents, and legal experts to promulgate legal judgments. Important officials take part in qat gatherings most afternoons and “everyone knows or can easily discover where they can be found….everyone has the right of access to officials.” (Weir 125).  Qat chews, which used to be an exclusive party for aristocrats, has become a generalized, institutionalized form of social life, diminishing the importance of other ways of socializing or securing patronage, and also endowing the qat chew with a formality these gatherings did not previously possess (Weir 144).  Although supplicants may attend chews for the sole purpose of securing a favor, many are nonetheless treated (or subjected) to a sustained conversation about prevailing political matters.        

Ordinary, everyday qat gatherings are public, then, in the sense that they are “open to anyone who wants to take part.  Men simply choose which party they want to attend, walk in and take a seat; no-one questions their presence” (Weir, 124).  This openness is partially due to the fact that guests are not a financial burden on a host.  Yemenis generally bring their own qat to gatherings.  During important ceremonies an affluent host might supply the qat, but occasions when qat is supplied in the absence of a ceremonial event are rare. When they do occur, they are an important way of influencing people by generating prestige for a host whose financial resources and generosity are thereby made manifest (Weir 123).
   Everyday qat chews, by contrast, are what Weir characterizes as  “free associations of people who have chosen to attend, not because they are invited, but for a variety of personal reasons”(124).

The accessibility of officials and the openness of everyday qat sessions are qualities suggestive of the horizontal or equality-inducing aspects of Yemeni public life. Yet qat chews are also occasions for reproducing hierarchy and reaffirming the variations in social status among participants (Weir 1985; Gerholm 1977; Adra; Varisco).  The seating positions at a qat chew roughly correspond to each person’s status relative to others in the room.  The most prestigious people sit near the head of the rectangular room (called a diwan or a mafraj), and others of high status sit along adjacent walls near the head.  From the head, the prestige of those seated declines with distance until one reaches the most humble positions, customarily occupied by those close to the door, where guests leave their shoes and exit to go to the bathroom  (Weir 1985, 131; Gerholm 1977).  As a new participant enters the room, those already seated will make adjustments to the order, reflecting the newcomer’s status in relation to those in attendance. Paradoxically, it is the very equality-inducing openness of many qat chews that also reproduces status distinctions by generating occasions in which social classes mix, but hierarchically.  

Even as electoral politics became more charade-like in the aftermath of the civil war of 1994, qat chew conversations have flourished as a key enclave of publicity through which frank discussions among politicians and ordinary citizens continue to take place.  Seating arrangements may underscore the hierarchical nature of each participant’s social place, but the talk that ensues among those who take part equalizes participants. Qat chews are democratic in the sense that they are occasions for inclusive participation in which “loyal” opposition get institutionalized through critical rational debate.  Participants engage in dialogue with others, thereby sharpening some views and abandoning others.  Qat chews are also occasions to think collectively about power and responsibility, about the possibilities for innovation and the reasons for stagnation.  They are, in some ways, like Arendt’s notions of the political in which people join together and cultivate the human capacity for action. (See especially Hanna Arendt’s The Human Condition).

Qat chews in which politics come to the fore are also occasions for personal performances of courage and eloquence.  They are moments of self-fashioning, interpretation, and revelation in which participants stake out positions, define themselves for others, and take friends and foes, leaders and peers to task.  They are a mode of personal accountability and a forum for challenging prevailing ways of seeing.  They are sites of contestation in which political vitality and discourses alternative to conventional wisdom thrive. If not a guarantee of consensus, they provide an awareness of the diverse ways in which any particular political problem might be seen and solved imaginatively.  

To summarize: In Yemen, qat chews are sites of active political argument in which understandings of sovereign authority, accountability, and contemporary affairs get negotiated.  Although the proliferation of such meetings can be historically situated in changes of capital accumulation in the boom period of the 1970s, neither the bust period of the 1980s nor the constriction of formal electoral politics since 1994 has diminished the frequency or diluted the content of these gathering.  In the north, there is a long-standing history of consultative, participatory politics in which public meetings were also occasions for the authority of “tribal” leaders to be evaluated. (See Comaroff and Comaroff for a similar phenomenon in Botswana).  The presence of cooperative local development projects in the 1970s testified to the workings of “civil society” in the absence of state institutions capable of delivering goods and services (Carapico 1997).  The conditions for substantive discourses of governance outside of an electoral process have existed both inside and outside of the regime for years. These everyday practices encourage the articulation of radical critiques, especially since the electoral process has come to be seen, since the civil war, as a way of containing populist politics rather than enabling its expression (Wedeen, forthcoming 2003).      

Interpretive methods may provide “thick descriptions” of lived political experience, and in the case of Yemen they draw our attention to animated worlds of peaceful contestation outside of electoral arrangements.  They can also be used to produce explanatory arguments and causal stories.  In relation to democracy, they can help us explain how political identifications with particular forms of government get established, shift, or lose their importance. They can show how rhetoric and symbols, such as campaign advertisements, political speeches, and iconography not only exemplify but also produce political compliance. Interpretivists can explain why some political ideologies, policies, and self-policing strategies work better than others; what terms such as “democracy” mean to those who invoke and consume them, and how these perceptions might affect political outcomes; and why particular material and status interests are taken for granted, are viewed as valuable, or become available idioms for dissemination and collective action.  In the case of Yemen, an interpretive analysis might also provide a corrective to sanguine assessments of what does and does not count as democratic politics, or the conditions of possibility under which vibrant political activity thrives.  The case of Yemen also raises questions about the effects of “subject” formation on democratic politics, questions that can be used to generate new hypotheses and to question existing findings.  

Scholars have wondered if and how subjectivity matters for democracy.  Some argue that democracy requires democrats, whereas others suggest that transitions to electoral regimes and their sustainability over time do not necessitate people committed to elections (Waterbury 1994; Kalyvas 1998).  According to the latter view, institutional dynamics take on their own momentum so that the theologically-minded Belgian Catholic movement, for example, ended up abiding by the rules of the democratic game despite their anti-democratic inclinations (Kalyvas 1998). The consolidation of Belgian democracy did not result from a process of ideological or civic learning, according to this argument, but from “purely self-interested actions” (Kalyvas, 317).  In this view, people’s ideas, ideologies, and identities matter less than the institutions within which they operate. Still, what counts as self-interest, how and why citizens become invested in particular institutional arrangements and not into others, and how and why institutions themselves produce the everyday self-enforcing practices conducive to electoral consolidation --these are issues central to interpretive social science.  Why do people come to see their self-interests as best served by a state?  Why don’t citizens always view democracy as in their self-interest?  What makes citizens risk tumult when they do?  What does self-interest mean in different contexts?

We might also envisage arguing, as Habermas does, that institutions produce certain subjectivities that then become crucial for everyday substantive participation in political life. Habermas argues along these lines when he claims that the institution of the family in eighteenth century Western Europe played a key role in the production of individuals whose audience-oriented sense of themselves made a public sphere possible.  The substantive activities of rational debate within the public sphere, in turn, seem to have provided the felicitous conditions for popular sovereignty and the rule of law to flourish.  Habermas argues that “the public understanding of the public use of reason was guided specifically by such private experiences as grew out of the audience-oriented subjectivity of the conjugal family’s intimate domain” (28). The family was thus the seat of the production of a specifically bourgeois subjectivity that helped make the public sphere possible. Private persons sought rational-critical public debate, and the experiences that prompted people to seek agreement and enlightenment through deliberation “flowed from the wellspring of a specific subjectivity,” whose “home” originated in the “sphere of the patriarchal conjugal family” (43).  The family, in other words developed specific notions of humanity in which human beings were conceived of as “nothing more than human” (48).   

Habermas concedes that this notion of the family as a private world was based on a denial of the economic relations supporting the family's very existence.  But the fiction was useful in establishing the conditions of subjectivity that would enable private men to join together in public, rational debates, to be audience-oriented, empathic, self-knowing, and capable of what Arendt would call "representative” thinking --seeing the world from others' points of view (Arendt 241, 1961 [1954]).  The autonomy that property owners enjoyed in the relatively free liberal market "corresponded" to a "self-presentation of human beings in the family" (46), leading to experiments with subjectivity, represented by letter writing, as well as by diaries, autobiographies and the domestic novel.  These conditions permitted the individual to "unfold himself in his subjectivity," which was both an intensely private, intimate expression of an individual's interiority and also already oriented to an audience (Publikum).   

Habermas’ account is an interpretation of Western European experience, and there are, of course, problems with this conception, even for the cases he invokes.  As critics have pointed out, Habermas thinks of the public sphere in the singular and thereby fails to consider the possibility of a multiplicity of public spheres, many of which are “subaltern” discursive spaces that challenge the prevailing ways of thinking in the critical mainstream one.
  Moreover, as many have pointed out, Habermas exaggerates the possibilities for equal treatment in public and neglects to theorize the ways in which each participant is enmeshed in particular power relationships which affect his/her ability to speak and to be heard.  Social and political inequalities, even among people from the same economic class, help determine who speaks, when, and how convincing arguments are. 

More importantly for our purposes here, the Yemeni case requires rethinking two aspects of Habermas’ argument that have received less attention than the above criticisms.  First, Habermas describes the subjectivity of the bourgeois individual as both a private, intimate expression of an individual’s interiority and also as already oriented to an audience or public.  In Yemen, it is the public orientation of people, rather than expressions of private, individualized interiority that are apparent. The coupling of the two does not seem to be necessary, or rather, the activity of rational, critical debate among citizens in the public sphere need not be conditioned by, or coincide with, highly individualistic, privatized experiences of selfhood. Yemenis are actively engaged in critical rational debate, but that activity does not depend on either conjugal families or a developed capitalist market system.  Second and relatedly, Habermas attributes this orientation towards an audience to circumstances within the conjugal family and to transformations within market relations that took centuries of capitalist development to unfold.  In Yemen, extended families prevail, and unlike in most parts of the Middle East, households are patrilocal, as well as patrilineal and endogamous.  Marriages are still primarily arranged between families, and are based on material and social interests rather than on considerations of conjugal love. The bourgeois individual is hardly the unit of analysis or identification for most people. Seventy percent of Yemenis live in the countryside and participate in some form of agriculture, and there exists no large or coherent middle class.  In other words, this orientation towards an audience evident in qat chew conversations, as well as in intellectual gatherings, the press, and civic associations, cannot be the product of developments in market and family relations uncharacteristic of Yemeni social life.  Third, public sphere activities or what Robert Putnam (Putnam 1993) might recognize as a “civic community” or “civic culture” has not tended to lead to either democracy or effective governance in which the state delivers goods and services in return for allegiance and obedience.  Although public spheres may be a condition of possibility, in the short run they do not seem to offer one sufficient to prompt Przeworski et.al.'s contested elections.

Nevertheless, this does not prevent such public sphere practices as the qat chew from representing sites of important political vitality, and it should not mean that they dodge the purview of political science. What it does mean is that they may not be as instrumentally related to electoral arrangements, as some political scientists would claim (See, for example, Putnam 1993). And it may be worthwhile exploring the reasons why not.  One possible answer is that qat chew occasions operate as a “safety valve,” allowing people to vent frustrations and displace tensions that otherwise might find expression in political action.  Indeed, some Yemenis describe qat gatherings as a mode of “tanfis,” a way of literally “letting out air.”  Scholars too assert that tolerated or authorized critical practices function to preserve a regime’s dominance rather than undermining it (Guha 1983, 18-76; Adas 301; see also a discussion of “tanfis” in Wedeen 1999). But this dichotomous conceptualization, in which practices function exclusively as either a safety valve or resistance, obscures their ambiguity, which, however, are no less political for being ambiguous.
  Political scientists in particular tend to base their analyses of politics on instrumental effects of civic associations or substantive public sphere activities.  My observation of qat chew gatherings in Yemen suggests, contrary to the dichotomous functionalist safety valve debate, that this is where oppositional consciousness thrives. It is precisely in this substantive sense that the qat chew is analogous to Habermas' notion of the public sphere.  By virtue of being an organized, everyday practice, tolerated opposition and trenchant criticism become institutionalized in the sense that they are consolidated in this way. 

It remains worthwhile to consider why such oppositional consciousness does not seem to produce a sustained commitment to electoral competition. Here large-n studies can help us explain why certain states are less likely to experience enduring contested electoral arrangements.  Przeworski and Limongi, for example, find that although it is impossible to explain what triggers a transition to elections, wealthy countries are more likely than poor ones to maintain such a system once it is put in place (Przeworski and Limongi 1997).  Carles Boix’s Democracy and Redistribution (forthcoming 2003; see also 2000) provides a theory of why this is so. Boix considers variables such as initial levels of inequality; the distribution of assets and the demands for redistribution; and the types of capital (mobile or not-so-mobile) that help to determine whether states will or will not favor competitive elections. Boix finds that “at low levels of capital mobility capitalists have a direct and strong interest in tutoring the state.  Since capital is hardly sensitive to taxes, voters have a high incentive to impose heavy taxes.”  As a result, holders of fixed capital, such as oil wells, agricultural products, and mines will invest considerable effort in blocking democracy, since the costs of not doing so are so high.  In other words, the lack of alternative uses to the holders of capital make them particularly interested in shaping policy: “It is better for capital to incur a certain cost to block democracy than suffer quasi-confiscatory taxes” (Boix 2000: 16; see an elaboration of this argument in Boix 2003)

Thus high per capita income is related to democracy only to the extent that the former resides in mobile kinds of capital.  High-income countries that base their prosperity on fixed natural resources, such as oil or diamonds or sugar, are likely to remain authoritarian (Boix 2000: 20; 2003).  In this view, dictatorships are the “direct consequence of a strong concentration of fixed natural resources” (Boix: 21).  With regard to types of capital and to poverty indices, Yemen’s chances of sustaining electoral arrangements prove low.  Yemen is one of the poorest countries in the world with average yearly per capita income at $270 and a population growth rate of 3.4% per year.  Illiteracy rates among men reach 50% and among women approximate 70% --one of the highest in the world.  Oil production, according to the World Bank, is the most important contributor to GDP, economic growth, fiscal revenues, exports, and foreign exchange earnings in the 1990s (World Bank report 2002). 

Yemen did undergo a brief transition to fair and free elections upon unification in 1990.  Prior to 1991, when labor migrants were expelled en masse from Saudi Arabia, Yemen’s chief source of revenues derived from labor remittances (Chaudhry 1997).  Although poverty was acute, the gap between rich and poor was not nearly as pronounced or as apparent as it has come to be since the civil war.  It is possible, then, to suggest that the conditions of inequality and fixed capital that obtain in Yemen today were not as characteristic of the immediate unification period.  The impetus for unification came from reform-minded primarily Northern politicians in the former socialist South who pressed for a unified democratic polity as a way of saving the party from internal civil war.  The “transition” might be explained by the combinatorial power of these immediate democratic pact-like concerns and the structural conditions of possibility that made elections seem desirable.  Boix’s argument helps us understand why fair and free elections were difficult to sustain, given the prevalence of variables such as poverty, inequality, and a reliance of fixed capital that tends to undermine these prospects.

Large-n studies, then, help us to explain the presence or absence of competitive elections, but they may be less helpful in thinking through why a regime like Yemen is as democratic as it is.  For analyzing why the Yemeni regime tolerates radical political critiques in the form of public sphere gatherings, we may have to move toward an interpretive approach, towards an analysis of the meanings and workings of substantive political activity, in which contestation refers less to procedural elections and more to the participatory practices and language characteristic of contemporary political life in many parts of the world.

Concluding Remarks:

This essay does not judge whether one approach or the other is right or wrong, but rather, how different epistemological commitments sometimes yield divergent questions, sources of data, and explanations of political life. An approach that works with continua and gradations of political phenomena identifies evidence that tends to dodge the purview of many large-n studies; large-n studies provide us with insights about a number of cases that are sometimes lacking in interpretive projects.  Large data sets often rely on various simplifications for the sake of the model.  An interpretivist is likely to find such simplifications inadequate to the purpose of understanding lived political experience. A large-n practitioner is likely to find the messiness and complications to which interpretivists attend unnecessary and distracting for the tasks of generating law-like patterns. All three approaches discussed above can be used to solve problems of abiding concern to political scientists.  And all three approaches can be theoretical –providing generalizable accounts of how and why the world is as it is. Large-n work does this by specifying law-like patterns of human action.  Wittgensteinian ordinary language philosophy does this by clarifying concepts that tell us how various communities –scholars, “informants,” and ordinary speakers --think about the world.  Interpretivists engaged in an analysis of meaning-making do this by specifying what language and symbols do, and how they are themselves the product of institutional arrangements, structures of domination, and strategic interests.  Fruitful combinations of the three approaches may generate the richest, most persuasive accounts of politics.  This essay has been devoted to elucidating the strengths and weaknesses of each by putting them into conversation with one another.  Problem driven work will always be, it seems to me, more intellectually compelling than projects driven primarily by methodological predilections, but problems can be solved in multiple ways.  What a conversation among these approaches allows us to envisage is not only the use of multiple methods, but also the ways in which methodological choices affect our understanding of what the problem is.  It is in this sense that knowing what the puzzle is, is essential to knowing how we might go about solving it, but applying conceptual methods may also help us deepen our knowledge of what, in fact, the problem is –or to twist a memorable phrase of Geertz’s, what the devil we scholars are up to. 

� I am indebted to Boriana Nikolova for bringing this contradiction to my attention.


� I am indebted to Hanna Pitkin for encouraging me to foreground this part of my argument in a different article.


� For an elaboration of this argument and a discussion of meaning-making as intelligibility, see my forthcoming “Conceptualizing Culture: Possibilities for Political Science,” APSR , Vol. 96, No. 4, December 2002.


� Habermas locates these new institutions in Great Britain and France: coffee houses emerged as popular gathering places in around 1680 and 1730, respectively, and the salons became important sites of critical debate in the period between regency and revolution.  


� There are specifiable groups of Yemeni men who do not chew, however.  Self-identified Salafis (people who adhere to a puritanical version of Islam inspired by Saudi Wahhabi traditions) tend not to chew, although there are those who do.  Some Western-educated Yemenis also identify chewing with “backwardness” and do not chew; some have even organized campaigns to dissuade people from consuming qat. See, for example, the pamphlets published by al-Afif Cultural Center.  In the regions of Hadramawt and al-Mahra chewing is still considered crass, although more inhabitants are engaging in the activity.  One educated Hadrami thought that about 30 percent of men now chew in Mukallah, for example.


� Weir estimates that qat production at least doubled during the 1970s (86).  She cites the World Bank Country report on the Yemen Arab Republic, which notes that there is “ample evidence that qat growing has increased rapidly in recent years (1979, 93; Weir 1985, 176).  A USAID report (10), also cited by Weir, estimated that qat production increased “two to three fold” during the period of the Yemen government’s first Five Year Plan (1976/77-1980/81).  


� Weir’s book, the most comprehensive discussion of qat and its social implications to date, makes observations about the “qat parties” which largely jibe with my own fieldwork experiences.  Weir also notes that the host of a large chew may invite some guests to lunch beforehand, or lunch may be hosted independently before a qat chew.  Lunches are also ways to manifest generosity and enhance prestige, and they prompt reciprocal invitations or favors from beneficiaries, which an everyday qat chew does not.  Guests at lunch are present because of their relationship with the host, and they may not know (or have an interest in knowing) each other.  Conversations during lunch are brief and interaction limited.  Food is consumed quickly and without extended socializing, so that guests can move on to the day’s central activity, the qat conversation.


� See, for example, Nancy Fraser’s oft-cited piece, “Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique of Actually Existing Democracy,” in Habermas and the Public Sphere, ed. Craig Calhoun, Cambridge: MIT Press, 1992, pp. 123-125.


� For an extensive treatment of the problems with safety-valve arguments, see James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990).
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