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Introduction

Lebanon is a country known for its diverse society, where multiple religious and ethnic groups live
together under a unique political system called confessionalism. This system distributes power
among different religious communities, ensuring representation for all groups in government.

Throughout history, Lebanon has developed its identity through various influences, including
European legal traditions, Ottoman governance, and agreements between its religious
communities. However, Lebanon has also faced many challenges, as different groups have
different ideas about the country’s national identity and political direction.

This paper will explore how Lebanon’s confessional system was established, the role of key
historical events in shaping the country’s political culture, and the challenges Lebanon faces in
maintaining stability and unity.

Confessionalism and the Creation of Lebanon

After World War |, the Ottoman Empire collapsed, and the French took control of Lebanon and Syria
under a mandate system. The French had to decide whether to keep Lebanon as part of Syria or
create a separate Lebanese state. In 1920, they chose the second option, forming Greater
Lebanon, which included the Christian-majority Mount Lebanon and several Muslim-majority
regions.

This decision led to political tensions between two groups:

1. Lebanese Nationalists — Mostly Christians, they wanted an independent Lebanon with
strong ties to France.

2. Arab Nationalists — Mostly Muslims, they wanted Lebanon to be part of a larger Arab or
Syrian nation.

The French established confessionalism as a way to balance power among Lebanon’s religious
groups. Each religious community was given a share of political power based on its population size.
While this system helped maintain stability, it also deepened sectarian divisions, as people
identified more with their religious community than with the country as a whole.



The Lebanese Constitution and Political Identity

In 1926, Lebanon adopted a constitution that reflected both European and Ottoman influences.
The constitution guaranteed political representation for different religious groups and emphasized
democratic values such as free elections and individual rights.

Several factors influenced the development of Lebanon’s political identity:

e European Legal Traditions — French and European ideas shaped Lebanon’s legal system,
introducing concepts such as the separation of powers and representative democracy.

e Ottoman Reforms (Tanzimat) - The Ottoman Empire had already introduced reforms in the
19th century, such as recognizing religious communities and granting them certain rights.
These policies influenced Lebanon’s governance structure.

e Beirut as a Cultural Center —The city of Beirut became a meeting point for different
communities, playing a key role in shaping Lebanon’s multicultural identity.

Despite these influences, Lebanon’s political structure remained fragile because different groups
had conflicting visions of what Lebanon should be. Some wanted Lebanon to remain independent,
while others wanted it to be part of the Arab world.

The National Pact and Lebanon’s Neutrality

When Lebanon gained independence in 1943, its leaders created an unwritten agreement called
the National Pact to address the country’s religious and political divisions. The main points of the
pact were:

1. Muslims agreed not to seek unity with Syria or the larger Arab world.
2. Christians agreed not to seek Western protection.
3. Lebanon would remain neutral in regional conflicts.

This agreement allowed Lebanon to function as an independent country while maintaining strong
connections with both the West and the Arab world. However, the compromise did not resolve
deeper political and sectarian tensions, which resurfaced in later years.

Foreign Policy and Internal Conflicts

One of the biggest challenges Lebanon has faced is how to manage its relationships with other
countries. Some Lebanese groups favored close ties with the Arab world, while others wanted
strong connections with Western powers.

e Arab Influence — Many Muslims wanted Lebanon to support Arab causes, especially during
conflicts like the Arab-Israeli wars.



e Western Influence — Many Christians wanted Lebanon to align with Western countries for
protection and economic support.

o Palestinian Issue — The arrival of Palestinian refugees in Lebanon and the presence of
Palestinian armed groups caused divisions between Lebanese communities, leading to the
outbreak of the Lebanese Civil War (1975-1990).

Lebanon’s neutrality was repeatedly challenged as different factions allied with regional and
international powers, leading to military conflicts, political assassinations, and foreign occupations
by Syria and Israel.

Conclusion

Lebanon’s history is shaped by its attempt to balance religious diversity with political stability.
While the confessional system was designed to ensure representation for all communities, it has
also created long-term challenges by reinforcing sectarian divisions.

The National Pact helped Lebanon maintain its independence, but conflicts over national identity,
foreign policy, and regional issues have repeatedly tested the country’s unity. Today, Lebanon faces
the challenge of reforming its political system while preserving its multicultural identity. Achieving a
stable and sovereign Lebanon requires a careful balance between political representation,
institutional reforms, and maintaining neutrality in regional conflicts.



