	



	[image: image1.png]International Maronite Foundation





	The International Maronite Congress 2002
	20-23 June 2002 



7. THE POLITICAL MARGINALIZATION OF THE CHRISTIANS OF LEBANON

Demography and Geography
Background – The Path to Political Marginalization



The Maronite Christian identity in Lebanon is almost as old as Christianity itself, going back almost 1500 years.  The Maronite Faith has survived the Byzantine persecution, the Arab invasions and the Turkish occupation of the land that did not end until the conclusion of World War I.

At that unique time in history, the founders of the modern state had the opportunity to make a strategic choice for Lebanon.  European powers who had emerged victorious in the war to end all wars had defeated not only the Germans, but their Ottoman allies.  The French and British Mandates were established as a result of the 1919 Versailles Peace Conference held in Paris, France.  The French government, which had served as a European protector to the Christians of Lebanon through the latter years of the Ottoman Empire, looked favorably upon the petition of Maronite Patriarch Elias Huyak for an independent Lebanon.  The choice was then made, would Lebanon serve as a permanent homeland for the Christians of the East with Maronites, the predominant sect, leading the Christian nation, or would Lebanon seek to become a secular state with a predominate role for its Christian population.  The Petite Liban would have been the demographic choice; the Grand Liban the geographically viable one.  Patriarch Huyak chose the latter.  The Grand Liban was thus carved out of the French Mandate.  Incorporated with the Christian Mount Lebanon were the Moslem littoral cities of Tripoli, Sidon and Sour as well as the crown jewel, Beirut which was a cosmopolitan city with a strong Christian, though non-Maronite presence.  Also, the Bekaa and South Lebanon, where the non-Christian populations were also strong, were incorporated into the modern state.  

The result was a state, geographically viable enough to survive in the region, and a state that was majority Christian.  Seemingly the best of both worlds had been achieved by the founders at Versailles.  Politically, the Lebanese Christians found themselves at the center of the public life of their country.  The French Mandate lasted from 1919 to November 22, 1943 when independence was declared for the First Republic of Lebanon.  The National Pact was the unwritten rule of law to govern the allocation of power between the Christian and Muslim political leadership.  It however was based upon a 1937 national census, which showed the Christian population to hold a 66% demographic majority.  By agreement a new census was not performed out of the unspoken apprehension of what it might show.  One of the many compromises entered into between the confessional political groups to end the colonial era and enter into the independent national era.

With this long tradition of political power, the Lebanese Christians prospered in Lebanon.  As is true in any society, those that have political power usually acquire economic power.  The Lebanese Christians were fortunate in that the political powers that emerged from World War I were sympathetic to the Christian parties of Lebanon and translated their military and political victory into a victory shared with the Christians of Lebanon. One could almost trace a constant and steady growth of power, both political and economic in the Christians of Lebanon commencing in 1919, steadily proceeding through independence in 1943 and up to the mid-1970’s when Christian political power in Lebanon came to an end.

Today, looking in hindsight at the events of April 1975-76 and Tel Zatar; Ashrafieh in 1978; Zahle in 1981; U.S. led attempts at reviving the pre-1975 government in 1982-1984; the fratricidal battles between rival Christian militia leaders in 1986 to the final confrontation between the Lebanese Army and the Christian militia in 1990, the decline of Christian political power in Lebanon has accelerated to the point today where it is completely marginalized. Alawite political power from Syria wedded in a marriage of convenience to Hezbollah political forces in Lebanon are now at the center of governmental power in Lebanon today.

Causes and Cures
The causes for this decline are the subject of countless books, articles, theories and histories.  Many Lebanese point to others on whom they trusted and whose trust was betrayed. However, this is not the answer.  It is only a desperate people who seek help from others whose welfare is not their first concern.  The question more rightly is how did the Christians of Lebanon become so desperate in the first place so that they were forced to seek assistance from foreign countries.

Numbers
Again, demographics enter the picture.  Lebanon of 1919 was 70% Christian.  In 1937 it was still well over 65% Christian.  In a society and government that holds itself out to be democratic, with representative government, it is necessary that one’s political group have the numbers in the resident population in order to exercise political power.  It is a fact that from the start of the modern state of Lebanon, the demographics of the country have been dynamic, and they have moved from a Christian demographic majority, to parity with the resident non-Christian population,  to a position of demographic minority.  Today, according to most recent census data from Lebanon
, the resident population is 3,627,774 which, in turn is comprised of 30% resident Lebanese Christians and 70% Lebanese Moslem.  Though now a distinct minority, Christians in Lebanon, as compared to neighboring regional states, are yet a significant minority when compared to numbers in countries such as Jordan (92% Muslim; 6% Christian); Syria (74% Sunni Muslim; 10% Christian), Iraq (97% Muslim; 3% Christian) or even Egypt (94% Muslim; 6% Christian)

Declining Christian numbers in Lebanon is a factor composed of two main  variables: A higher resident Islamic birth rate and a greater Christian emigration rate.  The Islamic birth rates and Christian emigration rates are factors driven by social and economic motivations that do not necessarily have a political cause, but create a definite political result.  The political result is rather obvious.  The resident Lebanese Christians became over time a demographic minority seeking to remain a viable political player in a multi-communal society.

Attitude
Given political power by the French, which facilitated the growth of Christian economic power, a natural economically driven separation occurred between the Christians and their fellow countrymen.  It was a separation based not on confessionalism, but rationalized by it. As the Christians accumulated wealth, their attitude toward public affairs changed.  Whereas before, when they were economically in need, ways and means were found to cooperate with those who were in also in need of creating economic opportunity. As time progressed and wealth accumulated,  an economic separation occurred whereby those groups who did not share in the wealth were looked upon, not as persons with whom common ground needed to be found, but as persons who threatened to take away the wealth that had been so accumulated. 

Political interests coalesce around economic interests in a democratic society.  Everything else is rationalization for why one set of economic interests should predominate over the other.  Lebanon, as a democratic society, was not immune from the general rule.  The confessional themes played during the past 25 years of conflict are rationalizations, not causes of the conflict.  Lebanese, whether Christian or Muslim, on a personal level, have always had an amicable relationship, each side respecting the religious beliefs and practices of the other.  It is when conflict arises and religion is used to justify and explain the conflict that we see one side abuse the religious practices of the other.  Battles between the economic “haves” and “have-nots” are classic in democratic societies.  These political battles happened in Europe and they go on today in the United States, as a nation, and within the various States.  In Lebanon, the Christians were and continue to be the “haves”, seeking to protect themselves and their private wealth from the “have-nots”, the Moslems.  In light of the growing Moslem population and the relative shrinking number of Christians, the fear and apprehension became palpable as the Christians approached and then sank into the demographic minority in the late 1970’s and early 1980’s.

A defensive attitude can and did develop in such circumstances.  Mutual demonization occurred.  To the Moslem “have-nots”, Christians were seen as right-wing capitalists, or worse, nationalistic fascists with a superiority complex who monopolized the wealth of the nation in a very inequitable manner.  To the Christian parties, the Moslems were  viewed as left-wing, share-the-wealth communists or socialists whose attempts to seize the power of the government were motivated by a desire to use the coercive power of the to steal their property and redistribute it.
Both communities are guilty of harboring stereotypes towards one another. Within the Lebanese Christian community, non-Christian Lebanese are referred to as “Arabs”.  The word is used in the pejorative, much as an Israeli would call a Palestinian, or an Iranian would refer to an Iraqi an “Arab” or a Southern White would refer to a Southern Black with a racial slur.   Even as Christians have fallen to a distinct demographic minority, these attitudes persist and abide within the Christian community of Lebanon.  Members of the community consider themselves Phoenician so as to create a distinction, not only socially but also, historically from the non-Christian community

Sense of the Nation
The Lebanese - to this day - do not share a common sense of nationhood.  Feudalism, which was at the heart of Christian rule, remains as the paradigm of political organization. One’s allegiance goes to the to the village, the clan and religious affiliation and not to the nation.  When the Christians were in the majority and at the center of the public life of the country, it mattered little if disputes arose between the old landed feudal clans.  There was a certain closed fraternity, which held that any wrongs suffered today would be righted later without political consequence.  Non-Maronite Christians and, of course non-Christian Lebanese, were not a factor in the power equation.
As the Christian Lebanese slipped into a demographic minority, there were more and more factions fighting over less and less power until they have reached the point today where everyone fights over nothing.  As an anecdotal example, one could look to the 2000 parliamentary election regarding the Maronite seat for Beirut.  Rafiq Hariri included Dr. Ghattas Khoury on the Hariri list.  Any number of Maronite parties and factions ran Maronite candidates for this very significant seat.  The Maronite parties had no coordination or strategy to win the seat, only every man for himself.  In the end, the Hariri choice won the seat with 3,000 Christian votes and an overwhelming number of Sunni Muslim votes while the majority of the Christian vote either stayed home or was dissipated over the field of Maronite candidates seeking the post. The result was that the Christian vote was split, but the Hariri vote was disciplined.  Therefore, even though the Christians had the numbers to carry the election, they were so divided among themselves, that the Hariri candidate was able to win election.

This is only symptomatic of a larger concern, which is that the Christian political leadership of Lebanon never developed a national vision into which everyone could find an interest. The feudal model of political organization is dysfunctional in minority politics.  It naturally creates artificial divisions when unity of purpose and strategy are required. The Moslem political factions, long accustomed to opposition politics, developed unity in the ranks and discipline in carrying out political strategies that now serve them well as they have moved into a majority position.  

Moslems, long frozen out of the political power equation in Lebanon, possibly abandoned any strategy of power sharing with the Lebanese Christians. Instead they adopted a long-term strategy of waiting out the Christians until Muslim numbers rose in the population sufficient for them to take and exercise governmental power in a unilateral way.  However, if the Moslem parties heard the ticking demographic time bomb, the Christian parties should have heard it as well and made provisions for retaining power once it went off.

Christian political response, however, was not to accept the inevitable lapse into minority status in Lebanon with any national vision or strategy to nevertheless retain power through coalition building.  Instead of bridging to the non-Christian Lebanese power centers, a constriction, a withdrawal and “circle the wagons” mentality prevailed within the Christian camp. Within that constricted closed circle of declining Christian power, factions developed that fought each other politically at first, then in its final death throes, militarily, culminating with the Aoun-led Army at full war with the Geagea-led Christian militia.  The victor in that contest was the Syrian military, which came in force to implement its political solution, the Taif Accord, on all parties.

Nadir of Christian Political Power
Christian political power in Lebanon, now into the 11th year of the Second Republic, is without internal support.  In a gradual way, even the civil service is being changed over from primarily Christian workers to Islamic workers.  Hezbollah recently protested the lack of Shiite Moslems working with the national airline and now Christian workers are being phased out as Shiite Moslems are being phased in.

Christian politicians have not gained any sense of national vision by their experience thus far.  Though essentially powerless under the current regime, they show no signs of reform or renewal from the days of feudalism and competition among the various families and factions.  

Meanwhile, Hezbollah, has grown and matured from a nascent militia force into an expanding national political force with a political vision for Lebanon and a strategy for accomplishing this vision.  In the face of this, the Christian parties have lost heart and hope in ever regaining their central role in the public sector.  Instead of contesting Hezbollah’s growing power, Christians have retreated from public office and public affairs into the private sector which is their strength.

By thus retreating, from the public sector, vast areas of influence and power in the government are being ceded to the Moslem parties without contest and unnecessarily.  A significant number of Christians in Lebanon typically have dual citizenship, or family in Western countries who provide financial support through transfer payments. Wealthy Christian families, hold their funds in foreign banks, not wishing to risk a certain near term currency devaluation in Lebanon, or worse, a possible risk of nationalization of private wealth. In short, Christians are living with one foot in Lebanon and one foot out, ready - if necessary - to make a sudden departure from Lebanon with their families and wealth in tow.  Moslems, on the other hand, have no place to go, and those living in poverty and who are the beneficiaries of foreign subsidies, continue to make the demographic clock tick, ever louder.

American White Flight Analogy 
This demographically driven transformation of the political power structure is not a new phenomenon.  Major metropolitan centers in the United States have seen this pattern repeat itself over the past 50 years.  Urban centers, and urban neighborhoods, were once the bastion of White Anglo-Saxon Protestant (WASP) populations. These urban centers experienced a major influx of minorities as poor Blacks moved off from poor Southern farms to Northern manufacturing centers seeking a better life and higher wages.  As the minorities approached a critical mass, the same sort of scapegoating, stereotyping and withdrawal took place within the White communities until the tipping point was hit which triggered an emptying of the upper class, and then middle class Whites to the suburbs and beyond.  In the States, this is commonly known as “White Flight”.  Statistics have shown that white neighborhoods, reach a critical tipping point once the neighborhood becomes more than 12% minority.  When that happens, the Whites give up on the neighborhood and sell out to other minorities because Whites will generally not move into a neighborhood that is more than 12% integrated.

Lebanon, as a nation, is experiencing the White Flight phenomenon in a slow steady decline of the Christian population.  The tipping point seemed to come when the Christian share of the resident population slipped below 45%. The decline to 30% has come rather rapidly.  Now the country is experiencing a drain of human resources as well as financial resources.

The International Maronite Foundation poses the question to the Christians of Lebanon 
The question now is how to bring Christians back in from the margins so that they can resume their place at the center of the public life of the nation, or at least to play a significant role in governing Lebanon.  There is an answer to this question.

The International Maronite Foundation (IMF) is one of the few organizations that is honestly addressing the issue and is honestly seeking solutions.  Many expatriate organizations abound all acting on behalf of Lebanon. How many times has it been offered as a rationale for taking some action  on behalf of  Lebanon, that, “We have to do something!”  One must ask, are they taking action for the benefit of the resident Lebanese who were left behind, or are their actions aimed more at assuaging their own guilt for having escaped Lebanon to live in relative comfort in the West while family, friends and memories of “the old country” languish back in Lebanon. 
The International Maronite Foundation quite honestly states that its mission and its purpose is to serve the needs of the world wide Maronite community.  The leadership is guided by the principle that there is a point of reference to the identity of the people, and to their culture.  The two greatest vessels of culture are language and religion. It is the Maronite faith of the people, which they brought with them or their ancestors brought from Lebanon, which is the principle point of reference for the cultural identity of the people.  Because there is such an identity of the Maronite faith with the roots of that faith in Lebanon, the issue of Lebanon arises within the councils of the IMF.  Should Maronites disappear from Lebanon, the universal Maronite Church will have lost its anchor and become adrift, as will the world wide members, many of whom are expatriate from Lebanon.  It is from this perspective that the IMF seeks to answer to the question of how to reverse the political marginalization of the resident Christian population of Lebanon. 

First Stop Looking in All the Wrong Places
For the greater part of the final period of decline, 1975 to the present, blame was hoisted upon the Syrian dictator Hafez al Assad as the source and cause of all problems for the Lebanese Christians.  He supported and created the Palestine Liberation Army units, assisted the PLO against the Lebanese government, and then the separate Lebanese factions, one against the other so that he was eventually referred to as the “arsonist and the fireman”.  In the end, Syria won the Lebanon War.

Assad’s purpose was to circumvent the agreements reached at Kuneitra following the end of the 1973 Yom Kippur War so that he could continue to maintain low intensity warfare against Israel on its northern border.  Stripped of that ability from the east side of Mount Hermon, the Syrians undertook, starting in 1974, to find a Lebanese party willing to do their bidding on the west side of Mount Hermon, from Lebanese territory.  When the Lebanese government refused, the Syrians turned to the PLO.  When the PLO asserted their own independent agenda, Syria acquiesced to the Kissinger Plan in 1976 to draw up Red Lines and Green Lines in Lebanon so that Israel could reduce the size and power of the PLO.  Finally, in 1982, the Shiites proved willing to do Syria’s bidding in Lebanon and the Party of God, or Hezbollah, was formed. Its marriage of convenience  with Syria,  lasts to this day.

Lebanese were all told that the solution to Lebanon’s problems would come when Hafez al Assad died, which happened on June 10, 2000.  However, rather than the Lebanese Christians rising up to throw off their Syrian shackles, they worried in public media of what would happen next.  Either because they had no plan, because they all genuinely thought Assad was immortal, or because they all secretly relied upon Assad to hold them artificially in power in Lebanon, they all did nothing.   Awaiting the death of Assad was the wrong place to look for salvation from exile for Lebanese Christians. 

In hindsight, and with the passage of Hafez al Assad from the scene, it now appears that Syrian meddling in Lebanon was not a cause, but only a symptom of the collapse of Christian political power in Lebanon. Syria has been an interloper, a party who has come to take advantage of a chaotic situation and to sustain the conditions that created the internal chaos so as to serve its own interests in Lebanon. A strong united Lebanon led by a political leadership with a national vision rather than a vision that could not see past home villages and family affiliations would never have fallen prey to suffer political domination by its neighbors.

Play from a Position of Strength – The Economic Power of the Lebanese Christians
Unlike Lebanese Christian political fortunes in Lebanon, which have been on the wane with downward trending demographic figures, Lebanese Christian economic power is not the victim, but the benefactor of the statistical information.  

Lebanon, since 1992, has built national debt that now exceeds $35 billion dollars.  The debt grows at a current rate of $9.0 million dollars per day and is increasing.  Much of the debt assumed by the government has been spent either on infrastructure, that is, on non-income producing projects, or has gone toward the payment of “commissions” to officials of the Lebanese government.  28% of all Lebanese live below the poverty line, unemployment, last estimated in 1987, is at 18%.

The private wealth of the nation remains principally in the hands of the Lebanese Christians.  Much of that wealth has been transferred out of Lebanon.  As Lebanese Christian power evaporated, Lebanese Christian wealth sought safer havens and there it has sat and grown, but has not been reinvested in Lebanon.

The Lebanese Prime Minister, Rafiq Hariri, who has a very substantial economic investment in Lebanon, realizes the economic potential represented by expatriate Lebanese Christian wealth and his need to court that wealth back into the county.  It is for this reason, that Hariri is the bulwark against more populist Muslim politicians who are already beginning to question why the Christian population, which is only at 30%, should command 50% representation in the Lebanese Parliament and a hold on the Lebanese presidency.  Hariri’s rationale has been that he is honoring the commitment made at Taif to maintain a 50-50 balance in Parliament.  Other aspects of Taif have not been so strictly observed.  Hariri knows full well that should populist Muslim opinion become government policy and Christian representation mirror its presence in the resident population, then any chance at attracting the wealth of the nation back to Lebanon will be lost.

A middle ground is therefore hewed whereby politicians, nominally Christian, are elected to Parliament, but who are nevertheless Hariri loyalists.  Thus, what can not be created de jure is created de facto.  Christians can thus engage in the fiction that they still have 50% representation in Parliament and the Presidency, but in reality, Christian interests are not represented and the Lebanese Presidency is reduced to a ceremonial office.

Left unattended, current budgetary trends and economic trends in Lebanon point to currency devaluation, possible default on the national debt and surrender of management of the national economy to requirements imposed by the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund.  Without a viable manufacturing base, an agricultural sector that is not profitable outside of hashish cultivation, or a services sector, Lebanon is without means to generate necessary hard currency to ever regain control of its fiscal house.

Only a massive influx of private wealth can reverse the alarming economic and budgetary trends that have become entrenched in post-war Lebanon.  Only the expatriate Christians controls that wealth.  They and their money remain on the sidelines – waiting.  The avenue of return for the Lebanese Christians to a significant role within the government is the latent unused economic strength, which they control.   Before it can be engaged, several measures must be taken.  

From the Christian side and in no particular order:

1)
A unified economically rational leadership must emerge within the expatriate community world wide, working in conjunction with the resident Christian private interests in Lebanon.

2)
The Lebanese Christians must come to reverse their decision to disengage from the public life of the country because they have fallen into the minority, and instead, decide to re-engage.  The divisions which wrack the Lebanese Christian community, both expatriate and resident, are irrational and counter productive.  The first rule that any demographic minority must adopt in seeking avenues to political power within a democratic society is to unify its own people and then reach out to build pragmatic coalitions with others, outside of their minority, but who nevertheless share common interests with the minority.  

Lebanese Druze have made a science out of this practice of internal cohesiveness and external coalition building.  The result has been relative autonomy for the Lebanese Druze through all types of political environments.  In the United States, it is a common practice in local politics for racial or ethnic minorities to build coalitions so as to access power in an environment of one-man one-vote.

In this regard, political feudalism, which has served as the framework for Lebanese Christian political organization, must be scrapped in toto.  A new mindset must be created within the Lebanese Christian community which will facilitate unity in the ranks of the community, and an outlook that non-Christians are not the inferior enemy, but equals; parties with whom the Christians can engage in coalition building on equal footing.   Common ground can certainly be found with the Lebanese Sunni and Druze political interests to unite so as to check the burgeoning power of the Lebanese Shiite political parties. 

From the Government side:

1) There is already the recognition, at least in the Prime Minister, of the need to repatriate the private wealth of the Lebanese Christians.  There must also be a willingness to concede political power and prerogatives to Lebanese Christian parties to the extent necessary to reassure and secure the voluntary reinvestment of private wealth in the Lebanese economy.  Lebanese Christians should not be expected to move their capital from relative security to relative risk without these assurances that only a government, in which they are adequately represented and in which they fully participate, can give.  There must be assurances:

a. That the State will not nationalize their wealth;

b. That internal security forces are committed to the protection of private property and to the sovereignty of all 10,452 square kilometers of national soil;

c. That the laws are fair and equitable and will provide for the protection of private property, including intellectual rights;

d. That the Courts are fair and impartial, always open for the vindication and protection of property rights, as well as the civil rights of the people;

e. That a system of taxation is adopted which is impartially applied, and which is fair and equitable.

f. That the banking system and gold reserves be hardened against insolvency so that deposits are guaranteed.

In short, the government must commit to govern in a way that is compatible with the regeneration of a middle class in Lebanon.  A middle class cannot be regenerated nor even expected to survive in the absence of the rule of law and liberal governance.

There is nothing in this approach that is novel, as there is nothing novel with the marginalization experienced by the Christians of Lebanon.  It is the same phenomena experienced in many large metropolitan areas of the United States as minorities grew in numbers and political strength, white residents and businesses responded to the loss of political power by physically moving to other areas where they could exercise political power as a demographic majority.  The inner city, thus evacuated of its White residents and their wealth, fell into decay and economic deprivation.

The key to revival of America’s urban inner cities has been economic revitalization through a cooperative effort made by inner city governments and the private sector.  Finding common ground where inner city governments have sought to raise the living standards of its citizens, and private capital has sought safe haven and profit, a marriage has taken place and a pattern created for revitalization.

With an enlightened and unified leadership within the Christian community and a national government committed to Islamic-Christian coexistence willing to cede or reserve political power to the Christian community, sufficient to attract their wealth back to the country, such a marriage can take place in Lebanon. This will bring Christian political power back from the irrelevant margin and thus secure the Christian presence in Lebanon for at least the near term future.

A Christian political leadership intent on sulking over its loss of demographic majority status in the country, or in denial over its loss, is self-defeating.  A Christian political leadership intent on the preservation of the feudal politics of the past cannot see the future.  A Christian political leadership that remains divided into factions rather than united and intent on coalition building with other demographic segments of the population cannot survive in even a nominally democratic society.  A Christian political leadership such as currently exists, in other words, will remain marginalized by its own hand even though it has all of the tools necessary to return fully to the center of the public life of the nation.

Joseph L. Boohaker
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