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Political Culture in the Middle East and
the Disintegration of the Lebanese State

by Yasushi KOSUGI

Political conflicts in contemporary Lebanon are often described as sec-
tarian, as if they happen because people are religiously narrow-minded or
“medieval” in their thinking. It is explained that these conflicts are partly
caused by the remaining elements of the millet system, or system of gover-
nance based on the religions of the Ottoman Empire.

Careful examination, however, reveals the following. First of all, it is
not religious narrow-mindedness, but the distinctive political culture in
this region that causes people to base their identity on religious differences.
A strong sense of community may be interpreted as sectarian by outsiders,
if they fail to consider the basic assumptions concerning society. In the
Middle East, religion means social community, not personal belief, and it is
assured that everyone belongs to one of these communities. This sense of
religion being a social communal entity can be described as the méllah con-
sciousness. Millah means a community of believers sharing the same
world-view, social practices and laws. This social framework has probably
had a long and ancient tradition in the Middle East, and was formulated in
terms of the millah after the appearance of Islam, which described other
religions, according to its own understanding of religion, as religio-socio-
political entities.
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English Résumé

The millet system in the Ottoman Empire was based on this millah
consciousness, being one kind of its manifestations. It gave each religious
community political autonomy, and thus preserved the millah conscious-
ness. When the Empire broke up, partly because of the Western powers’
exploitation of this system, some people in the region tried to create a new
framework and the social system based on Arab Nationalism. However, the
making of modern Lebanon, separated from historical Syria, meant two
denials. Not only was the traditional Islamic system represented in the
Ottoman millet system denied, so was the new proposal for a social system
based on Arab national consciousness. This created a state which lacked a
framework of majority-minority co-existence. Lebanon became a country
consisting only of minorities. Although the internal political system was
based on religious identity, its “confessionalism” rather deformed the mil-
lah. The millah is a universal community in the sense that it discriminates
only between religious differences, and extends its protection to co-
religionists of any country. But fa’ifah (the religious community in the
Lebanese contex) is a domestic unit, its lines of influence carrying with it
the distribution of governmental posts and national wealth. It is no small
wonder that clientalism developed rapidily.

Post-independent Lebanon also saw the development of ideological
mass mobilization through the millah consciousness. Religious communi-
ties are not political organizations, but ideological organizations could
mobilize certain communities, as seen in the case of Arab nationalism’s
influence among the members of Sunni and Greek Orthodox communities.
Recent phenomena suggest that eventually only organizations which éuc-
ceed in this direction would be able to survive, i.e., Phalangists recruiting
from the Maronites, AMAL from the Shi’ites, and the Progressive Socialist

Party from the Druzes. This also proves secularism'’s failure, and the per-

538



FEBRAREREMAAT LE $£3%5 1987-19884

severance of the millah political culture.

When the conflict of interests among #zifak and political organizations
interrelated with them led to open warfare in the mid-1970’s, the Lebanese
state was exposed due to its lack of a solid framework for co-existence. The
Millet system was a system of governance, based on a contract between the
strong majority millah and others. It was assured that the majority millah
had enough strength to make defence externally and keep security inter-
nally. But in the Lebanese fa’ifah system, there was no majority commun-
ity able to assume this responsiblity, and no state can survive without a
system which can provide for its defence and security. This difference
between the millet and #a’ifah systems is most important, not the resemb-
lance caused by the fact that both systems are based on the millah con-
sciousness. And for worse, as a result of the lack of a total framework of
majority-minority co-existence, reliance of this {z’ifah system on the millah

consciousness could only escalate the disintegration of the national entity.
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