
9Volume 5, Issue 3

MARTINA RETHMAN

Martina Rethman is a junior at Carnegie Mellon University majoring in 
creative writing with an additional major in international relations and 
politics and a minor in Arabic. She is particularly interested in how lit-
erature and politics influence one another, especially as it relates to US-
Middle Eastern relations. She is currently working on her thesis considering 
so-called “Washington outsiders” in the US Congress and their legislative 
effectiveness. In her free time, she is an avid knitter and coffee connoisseur. 

Lebanon has long been viewed as a stronghold of democracy in the Arab world. However, 
most scholars do not view Lebanon as a true liberal democracy, instead determining it to 

be partially free.1 According to Freedom House, a leading tracker of democracy worldwide, 
Lebanon’s problems include a lack of political competition, pervasive corruption, and an 
inconsistent application of the rule of law, all of which can be traced back — at least partially 
— to the country’s unique semi-presidential sectarian system.2 This system dictates the amount 
of power and the specific positions different religious sects are allowed to hold in government. 
The creation of a sect-based governing system in 1943, and its subsequent revision in 1989, has 
both solved and exacerbated many of the inter-communal conflicts that have plagued the nation 
since its founding. Considerable scholarship has been paid to this unique governing system 
from an anthropological, historical, and political perspective.3

No prior study has yet examined the Lebanese Constitution through a decision science 
lens. Some scholars have analyzed the values and beliefs that Lebanese people hold about 
their government and society.4 However, the literature on Lebanon’s sectarian system has been 
disconnected from the literature on sacred values. To fill this gap, I investigate how different 
iterations of the Lebanese Constitution and its sectarian system reflect (or not) the country’s 
values since the time it was drafted. To do this, I first briefly review Lebanon’s political system and 
the importance of sacred and instrumental values. Second, I describe and analyze the historical 
context and values that are reflected in (1) the National Pact at Lebanon’s independence, (2) the 
Ta’if Agreement after the Lebanese Civil War, and (3) post-Arab Spring Lebanon. I conclude 
with recommended government reforms that may better align with the values expressed in 
post-Arab Spring Lebanon.   

A Brief Overview of Lebanon’s Political System
After the fall of the Ottoman Empire in the First World War, the area that is now 

modern Lebanon was placed under a French Mandate by the League of Nations in 1923. Issues 
arose when this mandate covering a wide swath of the northern Levant began to redefine the 
territory known as Mount Lebanon under the Ottomans into modern Lebanon. While historic 
Mount Lebanon was home to a majority of Maronite Christians, who were favorable to the 

1 Lebanon has never scored particularly high on any dimension of democracy, according to the Varieties of Democracy Project. See 
“Country Graph: Lebanon,” V-Dem, accessed February 8, 2021, https://www.v-dem.net/en/analysis/CountryGraph/.
2 “Lebanon,” Freedom House, accessed November 2, 2020, https://freedomhouse.org/country/lebanon/freedom-world/2020.
3 Lebanon, is a paradigmatic case in the literature on “consociational democracy.” For the classic if dated view of Lebanon as a “suc-
cess” case, see Arend Lijphart, “Consociational democracy,” World Politics 21, no. 2 (1969): 207-225. 
4 For two illustrative examples of analyses of Lebanese values, see Stephan Rosiny, “A Quarter Century of ‘Transitory Power-
Sharing:’ Lebanon’s Unfulfilled Ta’if Agreement of 1989 Revisited,” Civil Wars 17, no. 4 (2015): 485–502. Kenneth Vaughan, “Who 
Benefits from Consociationalism? Religious Disparities in Lebanon’s Political System,” Religions 9, no. 2 (2018): 51.
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French, the new Lebanon introduced huge demographic changes. First, while Maronites were 
still the largest single sect, they no longer made up the majority of the population, given a large 
influx of Muslims from regions such as Beirut and Al-Biqa’. Second, a substantial portion of 
the population, mainly made up of newly Lebanese Muslims, did not want to transition to an 
independent Lebanon, but to create a new state by merging with Syria. 

In order to solve these demographic divisions, Lebanon instituted two constitutional 
structures that make its political system unique on the world stage. The first is their semi-
presidential system established in 1943 with Lebanese independence. While they are not the 
only country to have such a system, it is a rarer form of democracy. Under a semi-presidential 
system, both the prime minister and the president hold genuine executive authority. In the 
case of Lebanon, the president is selected by the parliament for a non-renewable six-year term. 
The president, then in turn nominates the prime minister. The parliament, made up of 128 
members, also selects its own speaker for a renewable four-year term. 
 The second constitutional oddity is Lebanon’s sectarian system, under which the 
president must always be a Maronite Christian, the prime minister a Sunni Muslim, and the 
speaker a Shia Muslim. While this has been true since the founding of modern Lebanon, for 
reasons that will be discussed further below, the relative power of each of these positions, and 
therefore of each of these sects, has waxed and waned over time. Furthermore, the parliament 
is elected by geographic districts, but must also be split up along sectarian lines. Currently, half 
of all members of parliament must be Christian, and half Muslim, with greater divisions within 
these groups. This split is meant to reflect Lebanon’s demographics, but due to the sensitivity of 
the issue, no census data has recorded religion since 1932.5

Instrumental and Sacred Values
In general, a value is any outcome that a decision maker would prefer. An instrumental 

value requires a decision maker to be willing to negotiate or make trade-offs for it. Whether or 
not someone is offered the correct incentive to make the trade-off or whether they do or do not 
make it does not matter for defining an instrumental value, so long as they would be willing to 
make a trade-off given the right theoretical incentive.6 
 Sacred values, on the other hand, resist any sort of trade-off. In 2015, world-renowned 
anthropologist Scott Atran stated that “It is the sacred values, immune to material tradeoffs, 
that bind us most. In any culture, an unwillingness to sell out one’s kin or religious and political 
brotherhoods and motherlands is the line we usually will not cross.”7 Though sacred values may 
have religious underpinnings, they do not have to. For example, a mother might be unwilling to 
hurt her children, no matter how much she is threatened (adverse incentive) or how much she 
is bribed (positive incentive). Four indicators of sacred values include: 

 (1) disregard for material incentives or disincentives, 
 (2) blindness to exit strategies, 
 (3) immunity to social pressure, and 
 (4) insensitivity to discounting.8

5 While highly accurate measurements are not available due to the lack of census data, the current population is estimated by the 
CIA World Factbook to be approximately 65 percent Muslims (Sunni, Shia, and Druze) and 33 percent Christian (largely Maronite), 
not counting the sizable Palestinian and Syrian refugee populations. There are eighteen officially recognized religions, though there 
is a very small portion of the population that falls outside of these groups, and is therefore not entitled to government representa-
tion, even though they retain the right to vote. “Middle East: Lebanon – The World Factbook,” Central Intelligence Agency, Septem-
ber 29, 2020, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/le.html.
6 Baruch Fischhof and John Kadvany, Risk: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011). 
7 Scott Atran, “Why ISIS Has the Potential to Be a World-Altering Revolution,” Aeon, last modified 15 December 2015, https://aeon.
co/essays/why-isis-has-the-potential-to-be-a-world-altering-revolution.
8 Ibid.
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The National Pact
As war threatened with Maronites unhappy with their loss of majority and Muslims 

wanting to merge with Syria, Christian and Muslim leaders struck an unwritten gentlemen’s 
agreement, the National Pact, in 1943.9 Under it, first, Maronites would not seek Western (i.e. 
French) intervention, while Muslims would not look to unite with Syria. Second, the Pact split 
which government positions could be held by members of each sect. Most importantly, the 
president would always be Maronite, the prime minister a Sunni, the speaker of parliament 
a Shia, and other high-level government positions would be divvied up accordingly. The Pact 
set the ratio of members of parliament at six-to-five in favor of the Christians. Each of these 
provisions reflect certain instrumental values, as will be discussed below.
 The compromise ruling out both foreign intervention and Syrian unity show how 
the framers were able to negotiate between two opposing instrumental values in the face of a 
larger looming threat, namely war. Recognizing that if either side pursued its own value, both 
would suffer great adverse consequences, à la the prisoner’s dilemma, Christians and Muslims 
navigated the conflicting values so both could enjoy a minimally tolerable outcome. 
 The way the framers negotiated the rationing of power shows a strong value for 
equality in government. Though such a strict quota system may seem inherently unequal to an 
outsider, this balance of power reflected the most accurate data available at the time, the 1932 
census.10 While logically, each group should have tried to retain the most powerful positions for 
themselves, this did not occur. In fact, the value of equality was so precious, one might infer it 
was a sacred value (no trade offs were acceptable). 

The Lebanese Civil War, 1975-1990
Scholars disagree about what exactly led to the start of the Lebanese Civil War.  However, 

government gridlock due to the sectarian system arguably was a major factor.11 Demographic 
shifts due to differing birth and emigration rates meant that by 1975, Muslims had a clear 
majority over Christians in the country. However, no definitive numbers can say how large this 
majority was; due to the sensitivity of religion and religious issues in Lebanon, no census has 
been taken since 1932. Still, by 1975, the National Pact had gained the kind of rigidity that its 
framers had specifically tried to avoid, meaning that no changes could be peacefully made to 
the power divisions, leaving what was originally a fairly equal distribution of power incredibly 
unbalanced.12 This left Muslims, especially Sunnis and Druze, feeling underrepresented while 
Maronites feared a loss of power.13 Once the civil war began, with lines drawn largely on 
confessional lines, it raged on for fifteen years. 

The Ta’if Agreement
Throughout the 1980s, several attempts to broker a peace were made, yet none 

succeeded until the 1989 Ta’if Agreement.14 Because the content of the Agreement did not 
differ greatly from previous attempts at peace, many scholars have attributed its success to mere 

9 Matthijs Bogaards, “Formal and Informal Consociational Institutions: A Comparison of the National Pact and the Taif Agreement 
in Lebanon,” Nationalism and Ethnic Politics 25, no. 1 (2019): 27–42, https://doi.org/10.1080/13537113.2019.1565176.
10 Ibid. 
11 Oren Barak, “Lebanon: Failure, Collapse, and Resuscitation,” in State Failure and State Weakness in a Time of Terror, ed. Robert I. 
Rotberg (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 2003), 305-40, http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7864/j.ctvbd8j54.15.
12 Bogaards, “Formal and Informal Consociational Institutions.”
13 Barak, “Lebanon: Failure, Collapse, and Resuscitation.”
14 Hassan Krayem, “The Lebanese Civil War and the Taif Agreement,” Conflict Resolution in the Arab World: Selected Essays (Beirut: 
American University of Beirut Press, 1997): 411-436.
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attrition.15 Different militia groups became more geographically entrenched as the war raged 
on, heightening the possibility of secessions and threatening an even greater escalation of the 
war.16 The population tired of the war, and leaders risked losing support if the conflict was not 
brought to an end. 
 As part of the peace agreement, Ta’if brought shifts in the sectarian power balance, 
reflecting a move towards equality. First, it decreased the ratio of Christians to Muslims in 
parliament to one-to-one.17 Second, it increased the power of the Muslim prime minister and 
speaker of parliament at the expense of the Maronite president.18 This new balance of power 
roughly reflected the demographic changes that had taken place since 1932. Of course, 
some Muslims argued that this shift was too little given the demographic changes, and some 
Christians argued that it was too much, given their large economic dominance. Still, as will be 
shown below, leaders had to sacrifice their instrumental values (i.e. power) in order to satisfy the 
population’s sacred value of a unitary Lebanon. 

 Leaders negotiating the Ta’if Agreement clearly 
demonstrate all four of Atran’s (2015) criteria to show 
sacred values. First, Maronite leaders showed a “disregard 
for material incentives or disincentives” by voluntarily 
accepting a major cut to their power when there was little 
evidence that they would in fact lose the war.19 Every 
militia leader demonstrated a “blindness to exit strategies” 

that might violate Lebanon’s unity.20 Given a battlefield stalemate with no evidence that any 
one group would soon win, any militia, of which there were nearly a dozen, conceivably had 
the opportunity to secede completely from Lebanon and the war, thereby keeping all its power 
(within a limited territory).21 Yet, according to eyewitness accounts of the Agreement, this option 
was never even discussed.22 Likewise, the delegates were insensitive to the “discounting of future 
goals” in the signing of the Ta’if Agreement. Throughout the civil war, militias endured huge 
financial, psychological, and physical harm for years, without even considering negotiating the 
value of Lebanon’s unity.23

 The last criteria to demonstrate a sacred value, “immunity to social pressure,” is harder 
to prove, given the widespread consensus on a unitary Lebanon within the country, but can be 
seen in the case of the Maronite Liberal Front (LF) and the Druze Progressive Socialist Party 
(PSP). Both of these militias were able to create fully functional, ethnically homogenous zones 
within Lebanon.24 On the surface then, both of these groups had met all of the goals they had set 
out to achieve: an end to government gridlock and more political power for their sect. Yet the 
social pressure that had originally led to these goals was not enough to disincentivize the LF or 
PSP from pursuing a unitary Lebanon.  

Lebanese Values Post-Arab Spring
Today, the sacred value of a unitary Lebanon lives on. Double the number of Lebanese 

15 Krayem, “The Lebanese Civil War and the Taif Agreement”; Barak, “Lebanon: Failure, Collapse, and Resuscitation”; Stephan 
Rosiny, “A Quarter Century of ‘Transitory Power-Sharing.’” 
16 Krayem, “The Lebanese Civil War and the Taif Agreement”; Kenneth Vaughan, “Who Benefits from Consociationalism?”
17 “Taif Accords,” UN Peacemaker, accessed October 2, 2020, https://peacemaker.un.org/lebanon-taifaccords89.
18 Ibid.
19 Atran, “World-Altering Revolution.”
20 Joseph Bahout, The Unraveling of Lebanon›s Taif Agreement: Limits of Sect-Based Power Sharing (Washington: Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace, 2016), https://search.proquest.com/docview/1803866440.
21 Krayem, “The Lebanese Civil War and the Taif Agreement.”
22 Rosiny, “A Quarter Century of ‘Transitory Power-Sharing.’”
23 Atran, “World-Altering Revolution”; Krayem “The Lebanese Civil War and the Taif Agreement.”
24 Barak, “Lebanon: Failure, Collapse, and Resuscitation,” 319. 
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citizens see themselves as Lebanese above all else, compared to their religion above all else.25 
 Likewise, analysis of Moaddel, Kors, and Gärde’s (2012) data show that all three major 
sects, Maronites, Sunnis, and Shias, favor an end to sectarianism. This may be because the amount 
of trust Lebanese citizens have in their government and its institutions is directly correlated 
with the amount of power their sect has in a given area.26 Secularization would also likely 
address values about equality as there are legitimate concerns about the over-representation of 
Christians in government, and especially parliament. 
 Currently, the Lebanese people largely disapprove of the current sectarian system, as 
it remains the root of many of the most pervasive political problems in the country. According 
to Freedom House, the major challenges to democracy in Lebanon, including corruption, 
gridlock, gerrymandering, and the under- and over-representation of certain sects are all—at 
least in part—a result of the sectarian system.27

Intervention: Recommendations to Move Forward
I conclude from the above analysis that the Lebanese people as a whole currently 

express values including Lebanese unity and an end to sectarianism, which—many hope—will 
help to solve some of the other pervasive and present problems. Due to the varied ways different 
citizens express these values, it is difficult to say whether these are sacred or instrumental values. 
Likely, they are sacred for some and instrumental for others. 
 The first value, Lebanese unity, is not currently at risk. There are no major calls or 
movements to split up the country, and a challenge to this value is unlikely to emerge soon. 
Social unity is altogether another matter. Measures like increasing the number of secular schools, 
creating a nationalized school curriculum, or inter-faith civil societies could help increase inter-
sectarian trust, which in turn may help promote secularization.28 
 To fulfill the second value of ending sectarianism, small gradual changes are the most 
practical. The first step would be to re-enlarge electoral districts. The large geographic districts 
established in section III.D of the Ta’if Agreement were meant to necessitate cross-sect coalition 
building, and largely did.29 However, districts were re-shrunk in 2008 as large districts were 
seen to benefit pro-Syrian candidates. By re-establishing large districts, current and future 
politicians would have to become more secularly oriented in order to appeal to a more diverse 
constituency. These more-secular politicians would then hopefully be open to establishing a 
bicameral Chamber of Deputies, as required by the Ta’if Agreement, because their positions 
would be less threatened by secularization.30 In contrast to the current unicameral system, 
the Chamber of Deputies would establish a bicameral system where sect leaders would have a 
nominal say in issues directly relating to their community in the less powerful Chamber, while 
major legislation could take place in a secular parliament.31 

While major reform will be difficult, a peaceful transition to a secular liberal democracy 
in Lebanon is not impossible. Further research on how recent conflicts in Lebanon, like the 
2005 Cedar Revolution and the 2019-2021 protests, reflect the Lebanese people’s sacred and 
instrumental values will be critical to inform political change. 

25 Hammad Sheikh, Scott Atran, Jeremy Ginges, Lydia Wilson, Nadine Obeid, and Richard Davis, “The Devoted Actor as Parochial 
Altruist: Sectarian Morality, Identity Fusion, and Support for Costly Sacrifices,” Cliodynamics 5, no. 1 (2014)” 23-40. Mansoor Moad-
del, Jean Kors, and Johan Gärde, “Sectarianism and Counter-Sectarianism in Lebanon,” PSC Research Report 5, no. 12-757 (2012).
26 Vaughan, “Who Benefits from Consociationalism?.” 
27 “Lebanon,” Freedom House. 
28 Moaddel, Kors, Gärde, “Sectarianism and Counter-Sectarianism in Lebanon.”
29 “Taif Accords,” UN Peacemaker.
30 Ibid., II.A.7. 
31 “Taif Accords,” UN Peacemaker. 
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