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4. CHRISTIANS IN POSTWAR LEBANON:  SHRINKING MARGINS

Lebanon today is not a reassuring place for Christians.  While disenchantment is widespread across all of Lebanese society, the most affected, and thus most vocal in expressing dissatisfaction, are the Christians.  What are the causes and elements that constitute the disenchantment?  What are its political implications on communal relations as well as on the political process?

Loss of Power
 Government policies since 1990 have confirmed the Christians’ worst fears, all the more so since for Lebanese Christians, fears are existential, while those preoccupying Lebanon’s Muslims have to do with grievances of political and non-political nature.  The former feel that Syria, through government action in Lebanon, has targeted Christians, particularly the Maronites’ role in Lebanon, a historically very significant one: Christians played a determining role in formation of the modern state in the 1920s, in its independence in the early 1940s, and in its development following the 1958 crisis.  Measures against Christians parties and leaders have created a sense of insecurity within the Christian communities.  Supporters of General Aoun, who has been living in exile in France since 1991, have been detained; many of them are university students.  Likewise, the Lebanese Forces were dissolved, and their former commander, Samir Geagea, has languished in detention since 1994.  Indeed, he was the only militia leader accused of crimes committed during the war, while other militia leaders are now leading figures in government.  Since the mid-1990s, members of the Lebanese Forces, the pro-Aoun movement and Dory Chamoun’s National Liberal Party have been detained and accused of plotting against national security.  In contrast, Amal and particularly Hizbullah, the two armed Shi`a parties, continue to enjoy a special status because of the armed conflict with Israel in Sheba’ Farms.  Even Palestinian groups are still armed, and some Palestinian camps remain inaccessible to Lebanese authorities.  Some of these camps, particularly in south Lebanon (`Ayn al-Hilwa near Sidon and Rashidiya near Tyre) house a large number of armed groups, some backed by Syria, others by Arafat.

The Christian problem also concerns changes in political practice.  Although the 1926 constitution gave Maronites significant power via the office of the president, in practice, many constraints existed.  For example, while the president led in time of tranquility, during crises emanating from regional politics, particularly those linked to Arab nationalism, the prime minister gained an effective veto power, for no Christian president could run roughshod over Muslim sensibilities enshrined in the premiership.  Accordingly, during the 1958 crisis, leading Muslim (and Christian) pro-Nasser politicians could limit President Chamoun’s shift to the pro-Western camp.  Likewise, the decision-making process was paralyzed in crises provoked by the Palestinian armed presence in Lebanon following the Arab-Israeli wars of 1967 and 1973.  Such built-in equilibrium leading to political paralysis in crisis situations prevented one communal group from dominating Lebanese politics.  Communities in pre-war Lebanon could both oppose government policies and (when issues divided along confessional lines) cripple the decision-making process.  By contrast, Christians today are not in a position to veto government decisions, nor alter policies detrimental to their political and communal interests.

In the past, particularly since the late 1950s, reform within the executive branch and the government bureaucracy always went in the direction of greater Muslim representation and power.  And while those reforms fell short of satisfying all demands, notably those of the Shi`a community, they did try to accommodate communal interests.  This has changed since the end of the war in 1990; Muslim politicians, unlike their Christian counterparts, have an effective veto power over policies detrimental to communal interests ranging from political power to material concerns such as allocation of funds to development projects.

Legal Decline
 Before 1975, some communities exercised more power than others, but no community could target another by legal means in pursuit of political objectives.  Even when politicians abused legal means, such as in the elections of the 1950s, the targets were particular politicians from all communities rather than one particular group.  Now, however, Christians feel targeted, for the law is selectively enforced to the benefit of Muslim groups and to the disadvantage of Christian groups.

For example, the founder and former leader of Hizbullah, Sheikh Subhi at-Tufayli, who is closely affiliated with Syria, called in July 1997 for the “revolt of the hungry” and announced a campaign of civil disobedience in the Bekaa.  He then declared the area inaccessible to government authorities and attacked cabinet ministers and local deputies in several publicized speeches.  In January 1998, following the forcible takeover of a religious school near Ba’albeck by Tufayli and several of his supporters, the Lebanese army intervened to put an end to the conflict.  Several people were killed in the clash, including one former Hizbullah deputy and one army officer.  However, the warrant for Tufayli’s arrest was never enforced, and his supporters remain active.  Not only that, but Tufayli openly backed candidates running for the recent parliamentary elections last summer.  Quite revealing is a similar case, that of Abu Muhjin, a Palestinian military camp accused of assassinating the leader of a Sunni Islamist movement in November 1995.  Government authorities issued a warrant to arrest Abu Muhjin in 1996, but never moved to enforce it.

Electoral Grievances
 Lebanon’s Christians have also been marginalized through changes in the electoral law.  In 1992, only four weeks prior to elections to the first parliament in twenty years, government officials adopted a new electoral law.  Christians and Muslims alike called for the election’s postponement.  On Election Day in 1992, only 30 percent of voters came to the polls.  Boycotts were widespread but more severe in Christian areas.  For example, in the predominantly Christian constituency of Jbeil, the two elected Maronite deputies received 171 votes out of a total of 63, 878 in the constituency.  

In the 1996 elections, the problem was the electoral law and the conduct of the elections.  The 1996 electoral law was declared, unconstitutional by Lebanon’s Constitutional Council established in 1993.  Electoral districts were gerrymandered to suit the sectarian electoral interests of all parties except the Christians.  For example, Speaker Nabih Berri demanded and received the combination of two southern provinces into one constituency, as in 1992.  Likewise, Beirut was one constituency to the benefit of Sunni leaders like Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri.  Mount Lebanon hosted six constituencies to cater the interests of Druze leader Walid Jumblatt and preserve his traditional Druze power base.  Only in Mount Lebanon could Christian voters influence the outcome of elections.

In reality, the electoral laws of 1992 and 1996 have marginalized the impact of Christian voters upon the election of Christian deputies.  In Lebanon’s confessional system, parliamentary seats are allocated on a sectarian basis, but electors vote for candidates irrespective of their sect.  In a simple plurality electoral system like Lebanon’s, the decisive factor in influencing the outcome of elections is the size of the electoral district, that is, the number of Christian and Muslim voters in each constituency.  In regions with a Muslim majority, large districts (19 to 28 seats) were adopted, while small constituencies were adopted (3 to 8 seats) where Christians are a  majority.  In effect, Muslims elected Christian deputies in far greater proportions than Christians, affecting the outcome in Muslim districts so that the elected Christian leadership often did not represent the view of a majority of Christians.  In 1992, non-Christians elected 35 percent of Christian deputies.  None of the fourteen deputies representing the Greek Orthodox community was actually elected by decisive Greek Orthodox vote.  Similarly in 1996, neither the Greek Catholic voters had decisive influence in choosing their eight deputies.  This was not the case with most Muslim deputies whose elections were decided by voters form their respective sects.

The elections in 2000 differed little from the two previous elections.  Electoral constituencies were designed to dilute the impact of Christian voters in particular constituencies.  Although government conduct on election day was better than in 1992 and 1996, the Lebanese and Syrian authorities were deeply involved in the making and unmaking of electoral alliances before election day, thereby influencing most of the electoral outcomes.  With the exception of a few deputies, the 2000 parliament is solidly pro-Syrian, just as were those of 1992 and 1996.

Many Displaced.
Seventy percent of Lebanon’s nearly half million displaced persons are Christians, further skewing the vote.  The problem of displaced Christians has yet to be fully rectified.  Between 1993 and 1998, budgets for the displaced and the Council for the South.  The Lebanese government has spent more than $600,000 on the displaced persons since the establishment in 1993 of special fund attached to the office of the prime minister and administered by Walid Jumblatt, then the Minister of the Displaced.  The operation has involved large waste and led to a fiery exchange of accusations about the squandering of funds between Hariri and Jumblatt .  More recently, however, the Huss and Hariri governments have given more attention to the displaced and funds were made available for their return.

Weak Christian Representation

 Muslim communities are represented by established figures with a large popular base and a significant credibility in the eyes of their supporters.  Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri, for example, is the leading Sunni figure in the country.  So is Speaker Nabih Berri, who is also head of the former militia-turned-political party Amal, and is one of the most influential figures in the Shi`a community.  Walid Jumblatt is by far the strongest Druze leader.  By contrast, Christian leaders who have credibility and popular support either remain outside government or in exile.  The Christians are represented by politicians who either lack a power base or have no mainstream legitimacy.  Christian politicians in power in postwar Lebanon are, with few exceptions, restricted to those with close ties to Syria.  President Elias Hrawi’s political and popular standing with the Christian community, particularly the Maronite, is not comparable to that of leading Muslim politicians in their respective communities.  So is the standing of President Emile Lahoud who, at the time of his election in 1998, enjoyed greater Christian support than former president Hrawi.  Under different circumstances, some of the most visible Christian politicians since 1990 would not be in office.

Naturalization of Muslims En Mass
The most alarming recent impediment for Lebanon’s Christian Community has been the naturalization decree passed by the Hariri government on June 20, 1994, in violation of the Ta’if agreement, which increased the Lebanese population by nearly 10 percent, although 80 percent of the newly naturalized citizens were Muslims.  Approximately 40 percent of the newly naturalized were Syrian nationals, though between 25,000 and 40,000 Palestinians also became Lebanese citizens.  The process of the naturalization decree was especially problematic.  The government did not follow legal procedure, which mandates investigation of each individual case.  Instead, naturalization occurred en masse, with little if any scrutiny.  The impact of the naturalization decree tipped the demographic balance in some localities and reinforced electoral support for certain officials.  It is one thing to have uneven birth rates between Lebanon’s different communities, but it is another to alter the demographic structure by improper means challenged on legal grounds.  

A root cause of the decline of the balance of communal power has been the gradual erosion of the two tenets upon which Lebanon’s political system had long rested: compromise and pluralism.  Both the 1943 National Pact and the Ta’if agreement were based upon compromise.  This was embodied in the principle of communal coexistence (al-‘aysh al-mushtarak), as stated in the newly introduced preamble of the 1990 constitution.  Concomitant with compromise is political pluralism and, by extension, a functioning democratic political process.  Lebanon’s last line of defense against the decline of pluralism and democracy is its till vibrant civil society.  More than any other Middle Eastern country, society in Lebanon preceded the formation of the modern state.  Pre-1920 Ottoman Lebanon had a functioning de facto “state”, known as the Mutasarrifiyya.  A robust civil society bestowed a liberal character, political diversity, and democracy on pre-1975 Lebanon.  The outcome was a lively press, an impressive private educational system, functioning political parties, solid communal institutions, and active labor unions.  In the war years, institutions of civil society, rather than the fragmented political institutions, kept Lebanon afloat.  Civil society continues to distinguish Lebanon from other Arab countries.  But however impressive, Lebanon’s civil society is now under increasing pressure.

Lebanon’s pre-war state was not a Western-type democracy but, unlike its Arab neighbors, it enjoyed something close to it.  Lebanese society was the freest in the Arab world.  For freedom to flourish, both diversity and sovereignty had to be maintained in an atmosphere of tolerance and openness.

Lebanon today lacks those attributes of a free society, a sovereign state, and a functioning democracy.  While historically such attributes were partly a function of the active role of the Christian community in the country’s political and social life, today they are the concern and the responsibility of all Lebanese communities.  Lebanon’s delicate communal balance means that the political neutralization of one segment of society will undermine its very raison-d’être in a neighborhood of authoritarian regimes and religious radicalism and intolerance.
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