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6. THE LEBANESE CAUSE

General Thoughts and Calm, Self-Critique

By Jean Aziz

International reports, particularly governmental, such as the annual report issued by the U.S. State Department, as well as those issued by non-governmental organizations operating in Lebanon and on the international scene, agree that the status of public freedoms and human rights in Lebanon is far from being well.

These reports, however, are limited to listing the abuses and aggressions, and the violations of treaties and statutes. They are descriptive in nature, and offer a general overview of the situation. In short, they look at the “what”. However, a profound view of the Lebanese cause should examine the cause-and-effect. In other words, it should deal with the “why’.   While it is incumbent upon an exploratory congress such as ours, to deal with this particular issue, it seems that the answer to the “why” brings two important positives: On one hand, it addresses the west and the capitals of international decisions in a language close to their conscience, preoccupations, and intellect- that is the language of democracy, public freedoms and human rights. On the other hand, it deals with the internal issues of the Lebanese Christians, which, today, seem to create many disagreements, even among those who normally have similar views. We find them at odds in their analysis of the defective nature of the Christian situation in this new century, on which this paper will attempt to shed some light.

In its 2000 Human Development Report, the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) made the following remarks: “in 1900, no country gave all its citizens the right to vote. Today, most countries use the voting system in multi-party elections…. The transition to democracy has moved from one part of the world to the other, beginning with Western Europe in the mid 1970’s, through Latin America and the Caribbean’s in late 70’s and 80’s. Later in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Republics, and South-East Asia and Central America in late 80’s and 90’s”.

Absent in the UNDP report on democracy and human rights were two areas: Africa and the Arab countries, although in later remarks, the report alluded to some African accomplishments, such as: the end of Apartheid in South Africa, the transition of power through elections in Senegal and the end of four decades of the regime of President Abdou Dayouf…. But what about the Arab world?

Even though Arab countries were not affected by this wave of democracy and human rights, most of them, with the exception of one or two, showed a tendency, however cosmetic, toward making some improvements in this area: Constitutional reform in Bahrain; opposition parties in Jordan and Egypt and parliamentary election in Syria that was the least totalitarian in the history of this police state…. Even Saudi Arabia took some steps forward. In short, all Arab countries appear to have either made some progress or simply remained the same, except one country which have taken a step backward and declined from its standing of the previous years and even decades. This country is Lebanon. Therefore, asking the question “why” becomes an obligation, and debating it in the west is an even bigger duty for the Lebanese Christians.

In the years following the first Israeli-Arab war of 1948, and due to reasons related to: the creation of the Israeli state and the inability of the Arab regimes to oppose her; the premature independence of Arab states from western mandate; Islamic view of democracy and civilian state; due to all those reasons and more, Arab countries became police states. Only Lebanon, for two reasons, one internal and the other external, escaped this wave of totalitarianism in the region. They are:

1. The presence of a strong Christian community in Lebanon, with its various social, political and economic institutions, and its deep-rooted belief in democratic values and progressive thinking, formed a fence against any tendency for a police state.

2. International support, particularly western, of these democratic values, which developed into an indirect support for the Christian role in Lebanon and the Christian idea of a government based on democracy and public freedoms.

It is noteworthy that the main reason why Lebanese Christians upheld these western democratic values is that they historically and intellectually have responded positively to these values, which made them free of the psychological barriers that characterized the behavior of other religious groups in Lebanon.

Such remained the Lebanese Christians, true to their long history of holding tight to the rule of law in a framework of a just state; freedom of press and the mechanism of peaceful transition of power. In short, they remained steadfast in their support of libertarian values and democratic institutions. Realistically, however, one must admit that these values cannot withstand unlimited amount of pressure from opposing forces unless Christians understand that these values are the sole reasons for their ability to exist in this troubled part of the world, and unless the west demonstrates real and practical support for them.

The Lebanese war, which lasted over a quarter of a century, has left the Christians weaker and more exhausted than they have ever been in their recent history. Interestingly, the outside world also dealt with them with more neglect and dismissal than they ever have before. The optimists view the situation as a temporary slump. The pessimists, on the other hand, are beginning to predict signs of irreversible collapse that could lead to complete extinction of Christian groups politically, institutionally and economically. And that will ultimately will lead to their extinction demographically through the continuation of their human suffering, compounded by continuous emigration.

How does the Christian defeat manifest itself, and what are the symptoms?

Though research can be plentiful on the Christian defeat and its symptoms, one can summarize these symptoms by looking at the following behavior:

1. Hypocrisy of thoughts and actions:

Until recently, diplomats, academics, expert, religious envoys dealing with middle east issues and its people were able to make a distinction between a Christian from Lebanon and one from a neighboring state. The Lebanese Christian was different in his ability to completely express his convictions and true opinions, irrespective of the opinions surrounding him, and those of government, while the Christian of a neighboring state was suffering from a schizophrenic hypocrisy of what he can say publicly and what he thinks privately. After the latest Christian setback, the Lebanese Christian lost his distinguishable characteristics. Rather, the characteristics of the neighboring Christians began to affect his thinking, language, and political, daily and civic behavior.

Case in point, the Lebanese Christian changing stance vis-à-vis the Palestinian cause since the 1930’s until today. In the first phase, between the 1930’s and 1950’s, the Christian leadership in Lebanon, both spiritual and political, had a distinctly different stance regarding the Palestinian issue than that of Arab governments as demonstrated by the positions of leaders such as Emil Edde or Maronite bishop of Beirut, bishop Mobarak. This is not to justify or approve the political or historical wisdom of that stance. It’s simply to acknowledge the freedom of expression that Christian leaders enjoyed at that time, and the unity of thoughts and words, conscience and practice.

In the second phase, from the 1950’s through the beginning of the Lebanese war in 1975, the Lebanese Christian position vis-à-vis the Palestinians became similar to that of the Arab world. Even though Christian leaders at that time, such as Camille Chamoun and Pierre Gemayel and others, expressed that position in a moderate, reasonable and practical fashion, not just a blind, demagogic pursuit of the Jewish-Islamic conflict as expressed in the Arabism-leftist rhetoric of that time.

The third and current phase is distinguished by the adoption of the Lebanese Christian leaders of an overly sympathetic, exaggerated stance vis-à-vis the Arab issues at a time when even official Arab rhetoric began to moderate and tone down. This Christian stance is almost bordering anti-Semitism while Palestinians themselves have recently adopted a more moderate, reasonable and practical rhetoric.

This decline from clear thinking and free expression of the period of Great Lebanon to this current emotional disturbance between the thinking of the Christian base and the practice of the leadership is threatening the dissolution of the country. And that is the first sign of defeat.

2. The marginalization of Christians in the infrastructure and institutions of government. 

Irrespective of the signs of decline at base level (popular), which is not currently very worrisome, and not necessarily irreversible; there appear to be dangerous signs at the top structure of government. An example of which is the Lebanese Parliament, currently made up of 4 blocks, Sunni (Rafik Hariri), Druze (Walid Jumblat), and 2 Shiite (Nabih Berry and “Hezbollah”). Christian MP’s do not make up any effective block, even though they are equal in number to Muslim MP’s (64 MP’s). They simply belong to those other above-mentioned blocks, with no ability to influence their direction or decisions, except marginally. This clear theft of the Christian representation was a result of open manipulation of parliamentary elections at all levels, legal, mechanical, circumstantial, and consequential, in 1992, 1996 and 2000. Those few Christian MP’s who were elected in less troubled circumstances and in one or two mostly Christian precincts, recently suffered an aggressive intimidation campaign, when the security apparatus declared they might book two of them on charges of contact with Israel. 

The same problem exists in the cabinet, which is equally divided between Christians and Muslims. The majority of Christian ministers belong to three of the Muslim-lead parliamentarian blocks mentioned earlier, thus unable to go outside the direction of their leaders. The remaining Christian ministers appointed by the Maronite President are simply puppets of the policies and directions of the President who has the total backing of Syria, and who continues to insist that he is the president of the entire country, and above the interest of religious groups.

Furthermore, the main Christian currents (groups) have been robbed of their leadership by the authorities, which sent them either to exile or to prison.

3. The shift of the Christian political practice from the right to the left:

Since the Lebanese independence, most Christian bases voted for right wing or middle-right parties. That was an indication of their attachment and defense of the political system at the time, which they felt safeguards their vision and their material and moral interests. The Christians in Arab countries at that time, however, voted for left wing or middle-left. They even were founders of most of the left-wing parties in their countries. They were actually demonstrating a tacit wish to change those regimes that were not good for them as marginalized religious minorities, and where the lack of democracy, just rules and human rights left them vulnerable to discriminating laws and the aggression of the majority.

Recently, the behavior of Christian bases in Lebanon began to mimic that of the oppressed groups of the countries of the region, as if they became convinced that the current regime in Lebanon no longer represents their aspiration. As such, they, in a hysterical and erroneous fashion, switched from right “conservative” position, to a left “reformist” one. Though this switch was somewhat superficial, it was another indication of the Christian defeat. That explains why one of the most popular politicians for Christians today, is no other than the Druze leader, Walid Jumblat, who had engaged them in harsh and violent wars, the remnants of which have not completely disappeared, particularly in terms of land and people…

Another example of this “unusual” political behavior of the Christians, is their spontaneous emotion shown watching a recently broadcasted television face-off between an MP known for his loyalty to Syria and the former secretary general of the Lebanese Communist Party. Christians found themselves sympathetic with the latter simply because he appeared to have the upper hand in the discussion. They forgot that this same person fought them for over 15 years, and that his ability to standup to the pro-Syrian MP stems from his Syrian immunity, something Christians currently lack. This is the main evidence of the collapse of the Christian bases. Those bases are scattered, distraught, looking for a voice of change, or someone with initiatives to change their present that they resent. They do not have the ability or maturity to shape the alternatives. And that’s what made them often fall into the trap of those with reformist agendas that contradict with their Christian interest, and with the change they dream about.
4. The switch from political involvement to withdrawal from the public domain:
With few exceptions, Christian bases in Lebanon are becoming increasingly non-political, as evident by the sudden movement of young adults towards spiritual and religious movements, or even sports. There are even signs of various diseases among young adults and students. This may be the result of a feeling of not seeing a light at the end of the tunnel, which led to their resignation from involvement in politics, and the diversion of their energy and interests. In the last ten years, Christian bases in Lebanon did not meet in large numbers except when Christian sports teams won sporting events.    

This was due to efforts by the authorities to, on one hand, keep the young away from the national and political domain, and, on the other hand, to court them and appear interested in their development through sponsoring those events. This was evident when the authorities, in a bold and scandalous way, recently took over one of the most important sporting leagues and the Lebanese Olympic Committee, by injecting some non-civilian employees in them, and through assigning the sons of some of leaders to head the sporting and scouts organizations, in a fashion similar to that of the military Arab regimes.

Along the same lines was the public reception given to the Maronite Patriarch upon his return from his trip to the United States on 26 March 2000, as well as the regular activities of the opposition, such as the Lebanese Forces and the National Liberal Current. It is noteworthy that the major demonstration during the reception of the Patriarch was in itself an indication of the spiritual, non-political approach of the Christians, and their new convictions.

In any case, the political and national retreat of the Christian presence, is a tragic inconsistency with the Christian behavior of the recent years, when hundreds of thousand of Christians would take to the streets to support a political stance of Bashir Gemayel, or Michel Aoun, or Samir Geagea or others; And also with the complete commitment of Christians all throughout the war to their parties and political leaders.

5. Retreat from Economic and Social Domain 

In this current political environment, Christians are finding it difficult to maintain the positions they built for centuries in economics, sociology, education, and various other areas. Even though the private sector is still represented mostly by Christians, they are suffering in terms of the economy as it relates to the public sector, particularly in regards to public spending and private investments derived from that spending. Public spending in Lebanon comprises 40% of Gross Domestic Product (GDP). Therefore, irregularity in distributing this spending cannot be made up by any private sector, regardless of its vitality and strength. Consequently, the Christian economic/social sector has entered a hemorrhaging war against the campaigns the authorities. This war is taking on various forms, one of which is spontaneous, as is the case with the public administration and its “equal development” excuse, as well as confiscating public wealth, as evident by the following examples:

· Electricity: 400,000 residents in non-Christian areas do not pay their bills, in addition to number of thefts of electrical power amounting to US $400 million. This, as opposed to 97% collection rate in Christian areas.

· Telephone: International calls piracy in non-Christian areas is estimated to exceed US $100 million.

· Health: One only needs to examine the huge health budget and its distribution between Lebanese and non-Lebanese, as was discovered during the latest scandals of open-heart surgeries.

· Public Works: The identity of contractors, brokers and agents…

· Other state sectors…

The Christian private sector is also under attack by the direct and intentional government agenda aimed at removing the legal immunity from Exclusive Agencies. This agenda seeks to simultaneously hit three Christian infrastructures:

1. The agencies themselves, where 76% of owners are Christians. Attacking these agencies must be in favor of non-Christians and non-Lebanese.

2. The Advertising sector, which is predominantly Christian,  with local labor of over $100 million and expansion in other Arab countries, especially the Golf.

3. The press and media sector. Due to reduction of advertising income, this sector was at the mercy of the authorities and its financiers, thus feeling more pressure and more restrictions of freedom of expression. Those are Christian outlets in all areas of the media: visual, audio, and print.

The Fundamental Reasons of The Defeat

As noted in the beginning of this paper, we shall restrict this discussion to a general, quiet evaluation of the exact reasons of the Christian defeat, without alluding to reasons that are objectives or outside the Christians, which are known by all. The Christians have committed a series of serious mistakes during this long war. They can be grouped in two categories: Mistakes in politics and calculations, and mistakes in practice and execution.

In regards to the first, The Christians failed in explaining their cause, and the reasons behind it. They also failed in presenting solutions and marketing those solutions where needed, and in ceasing the few opportunities they had to do so. The result of this made their obvious right to fight in the war imposed on them (Jus ad bellum) unclear in world opinion as well as among some Christians themselves. The west did not understand their war, and the few who did, did not receive a clear presentation from Christians on how to reach a successful end to it. And the even fewer number of westerners who new the solution, found the Christians unable to achieve, execute, or even provide the circumstances for it.

This problem was compounded by series of mistakes Christians have committed during the execution of their just war. It made true the statement by the “Apostolic Advice” about the Christians that “they killed, got killed and killed each other”. Their war practices fell short of the noble cause they were fighting for, as defendants of the last fences of democracy, freedom and human rights in the region, and as people of faith with a message unique in its values and reverence. As such, they equated themselves with the rest of Lebanese factions in disrespecting the laws of war (Jus in bello). All this has damaged, internally and externally, the legitimacy of their struggle and their effectiveness in it.

The primary example of the combination of the two categories of mistakes is the internal wars among Christians, who used their most deadly weapons, while their enemies have surrounded them. They turned their lines of defenses into another theater of their internal wars.

This dual serious of mistakes- of calculation and execution- created two other reasons for their defeat, and they are:

1. The non-supportive positions taken by many international Christian organizations toward the Lebanese Christians, such as: Council of Middle East Churches; Council of International Churches, and Council of National Churches of America. Even some early 1990’s positions taken by the Vatican were not particularly favorable to the Lebanese Christians. As such, it can be said that the Christians of Lebanon lost the support of the same groups they belong to, at a time when they needed that support the most.

2. The preoccupation of the United States, and to a lesser extent Europe, with their own interests, adopting a policy of neglect toward an entire group, and treating it as dispensable. Therefore, once again, the persecuted Christians of Lebanon lost their historical allies, while their opponents continued to receive unlimited support from various regional and international forces that oppose the west and its values.

Conclusions:

Since 1990, Lebanon has entered a new era. The ever-declining presence of the Christians has impacted the political values that distinguished Lebanon from the rest of the Middle East. The western democratic values that the Lebanese Christians have added to the political picture in the country, such as, the rule of law, freedom, and parliamentary elections, are all but vanished and are being replaced by totalitarianism and political and military behavior practices to that of the rest of the Arab world.

Is there anything that can be done?

Many thinks that the Christian situation is now hopeless, and that they are faced with one of two choices: emigration or living under political and social oppression. And that will be the end of democracy east of the Mediterranean, with a possible shift in the struggle to the west, at a time when most of the countries of the region are discussing possible partnerships with the European Union.

Others, however, are more optimistic, believing that this trend could be reversed. But for that to happen, three conditions must exist: Christian Self-Definition, United Christian Voice and Christian National and Political Behavior.

Christian Self-Definition
Christians must reconcile, once and for all, between the two schools of thought that were pulling them apart for decades:  the school of thought that says that “the role justifies the existence” and the other that believes that “presence justifies the existence”. Those who believe in the first one end up following the wills of others and try to play the role that others want them to play. Those who believe in the second school of thought advocate that their mere presence is enough to justify their attachment to their land and their struggle, and that the role is simply a mean, not an end.

Christians must, deep in their psyche, eliminate their old thinking that the legitimacy of their role, rule, and existence need a Muslim stamp of approval from within and from without the country. Rather, they must believe that their legitimacy stems from their mere existence as a group, in a framework of partnership and equality in an eternal country.

Christian United Voice
A one Christian voice means that Christians must be united, and from that unity, attract a Muslim partnership where together, they can establish a vision for the country on three different levels:

1. State sovereignty

2. National reconciliation

3. Individual freedoms.

These three principles must not be ambiguous. Sovereignty means the complete withdrawal of all foreign troops from Lebanon, particularly, today, after the end of the Israeli occupation, the withdrawal of all Syrian military and security forces, in order to end the Syrian control over the country. Individual freedoms means the establishment of a civil and democratic government, similar to the west, based on the respect of all international resolutions concerning human rights. National Reconciliation finds its roots in the current Lebanese constitution, which stresses that “No legitimacy for any authority that contradicts the covenant of national coexistence”. This covenant is clearly stated in article 24 of the Lebanese Constitution, which talks about “Equality between Christians and Muslims”. 

As such, Christians must liberate themselves from their past and current complex, and work toward a government that promotes their vision of society in all five areas: Education, Economy, Press, political diversity and organizations, and freedom of religion. Christians should not be embarrassed to declare that they will continue to work toward a pluralistic system that preserves the well being of citizens, and stability of the country. Only then can the statement made by His Holiness, Pope John Paul II that “Lebanon is more than a country, she’s a message for East and West in freedom and pluralism” become true.
The above three principles actually compliment the unity of voice for Christians mentioned earlier. Sovereignty is essential for keeping the country together, National Reconciliation and freedoms are essentials for maintaining the stability of the system. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, most countries have liberated themselves from the domination of others, except Lebanon in her relationship with Syria.

Christian National and Political Behavior
 Any solution lies in how the Christians behave politically. We must reevaluate our political values, and moral commitment in the national domain. So we can establish for ourselves and for future generations, a decent blueprint for political activities, based not on calculations and personal interests, but on moral, national and Christian values. After that, Christians must reevaluate their priorities, carefully choose their battle, and prosecute it in an incremental, determined and patient fashion.

The opposition today must find its strengths as well as the weakness of its opponents. Here, human rights and freedom clearly belong to the Christian position. The issue of political imprisonments and exile is one that is most effective in the west, and should not be underestimated in its ability to effect a change in non-democratic regimes. We saw it in South Africa and Burma, in East Timor and Eastern Europe. The fall of Apartheid in Johannesburg began when the “National African Congress” convinced the world to adopt the views of Nelson Mandela. The same happened when Acquino returned to the Philippines from exile, and when Lech vallessa was released from house arrest in Gdansk.

In all those struggles, there were prisoners and exiled on one hand, and fighters and defenders on another. 

That’s what the Lebanese resistance has today, the persecuted, the imprisoned, and the exiled, and also a struggling Patriarch. So let’s unite our efforts around him, in every showdown and battle until victory. So we can make a hole in that thick wall that has been erected for over a decade, and begin the road to change. Today, the Christians of Lebanon need only one victory that will return to them the confidence in themselves, in their cause, and in justice. They have chosen their battle. It is now up to those of you who live abroad and who believe in the Lebanese cause, to decide on one thing: to help them win that battle, or we all lose it together.

Jean Aziz
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