
10 December 4, 2016

Beirut

N 

ow that strong Christian 
leader Michel Aoun is 
settled in the presiden-
tial palace, a general 
feeling of hope has en-

gulfed Lebanon’s Christians for he 
is the one who has long promised 
to restore their rights and end their 
growing frustration for having been 
marginalised since the end of the 
1975-90 civil war.

The Christians have seen their 
presence, influence and role de-
cline in the tiny multi-confessional 
country. Their political dominance 
came to an end with the 1989 Taif 
accords, the national reconciliation 
agreement that ended the coun-
try’s civil war and established equal 
power-sharing between Christians 
and Muslims.

The redistribution of powers un-
der the Saudi-brokered Taif accords 
put in place a fairer formula by in-
troducing constitutional reforms 
long demanded by the Muslims. 
But that left the Christians bitter. 
With such a political confessional 
system, no sect would be eternally 
happy and each one would attempt 
to tilt the balance of power once 
gaining enough strength.

The Lebanese suffered a long and 
destructive war but failed to get rid 
of their sectarian system and estab-
lish a civil state. As late prime min-
ister Rafik Hariri told this reporter 
shortly before he took power in 
1992: “Look around you (the Arab 
region), this is the best we could 
achieve.” He was referring to the 
Taif agreement, which is seen by 
some today as a good model to stop 
the raging wars in Syria, Yemen and 
Libya.

“We stopped counting,” Hariri, a 
Sunni Muslim, then said and kept 
repeating until he was killed in a 
massive explosion that targeted his 
convoy in Beirut on February 14th, 
2005. By that, he meant whatever 
demographic changes would occur; 
the Christians and Muslims would 
keep on having an equal share of 
power.

Hariri’s assassination and popu-
lar demonstrations that broke out 
forced Syria to pull its troops out of 
Lebanon on April 26th, 2005, end-
ing 29 years of heavy-handed con-
trol of the country. Shortly after-
wards, Christian strongmen made 
a long-awaited comeback, with 
Aoun returning to the country from 
15 years in exile and Samir Geagea, 
leader of the Lebanese Forces mi-
litia, pardoned and released from 
prison after spending 11 years in 
solitary confinement.

With Syria’s influence almost out 
of the equation, the Lebanese found 
themselves trapped in a struggle 
over who would rule the country 
and how to do so, being divided be-
tween the emerging pro-Syria/Iran 
March 8 and pro-Saudi/US March 14 
alliances.

“From 1990 till 2005, one cannot 
speak of power sharing in Lebanon 
because the country was under Syr-
ian rule,” said Bassel Salloukh, an 
associate professor of political sci-
ence at the Lebanese American Uni-
versity in Beirut. “It was really after 
the Hariri assassination and the 
withdrawal of the Syrian troops that 
we started discovering the problem 
of post-war power-sharing, which 
was supposed to have been resolved 
with Taif but wasn’t.”

Salloukh explained that although 
both March 8 and March 14 were 

multi-sectarian alliances, the strug-
gle was in reality between “the two 
most powerful actors” in these two 
coalitions: Shia Hezbollah and the 
Sunni Future Movement.

Aoun sided with Hezbollah and 
Geagea with Hariri’s Future Move-
ment before they recently joined 
hands to create what they described 
as the strongest Christian force that 
led — when Hariri finally endorsed 
him — to Aoun’s election as presi-
dent. Such a new emerging Chris-
tian force and a possible Christian-
Sunni alliance seem to unnerve the 
powerful Shia Hezbollah-Amal bloc.

Despite their dwindling numbers, 
the Christians maintained their 
privileges, preserving the posts 
of president of the republic, army 
commander, Central Bank governor 
and army intelligence chief, in ad-
dition to their 50% quota of parlia-
mentary seats. According to various 
unofficial statistics, the Christians  

constitute 30-40% of Lebanon’s 
population.

“The Christians are over-repre-
sented given their demographics 
but this is not the issue,” said Sal-
loukh. He referred to the electoral 
laws under which “around 50% of 
Christian MPs are elected in Mus-
lim-majority electoral districts”. 
With the increased sectarian ten-
sion, “that has exacerbated feelings 
among the Christian political elites 
of being increasingly marginalised 
and one has to understand this,” 
Salloukh said. “You have to give the 
Christians some kind of credibility 
in the system. It is not just about 
numbers.”

Any attempt by the Christians to 
return to the pre-Taif times “is im-
possible”, said Fares Souaid, March 
14 secretary-general, himself a 
Christian. He pointed to the Leba-
nese constitution, which “is the only 
such constitution in the Arab world 

where Muslims and Christians share 
power” and to the Muslim-Christian 
coexistence, which “is a message to 
the West that Islam is able to coex-
ist with non-Muslims”. The Chris-
tians of Lebanon, he said, can play 
a positive role if they drop their 
fears and “return to their national-
istic speech” and “read well what’s 
going on in the region”. “If they act 
as frightened minorities looking for 
outside protection and minority al-
liances, I think they will lose the 
battle sooner or later,” Souaid said.

Absorbed by their own fears, divi-
sions and interests, the Christians 
have probably missed a golden op-
portunity to try reconcile Lebanon’s 
Shias and Sunnis and be the driv-
ing force behind establishing a civil 
state.

Dalal Saoud is the Deputy 
Editor-in-Chief of The Arab Weekly. 
She is based in Beirut.
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A poster of Lebanese President-elect Michel Aoun (R) and Christian Lebanese Forces Party Leader 
Samir Geagea is seen hanging on the wall of a building in Beirut’s Martyr’s square on November 2nd.
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Lebanese President Michel Aoun (C) walks alongside officials during an official 
ceremony commemorating the country’s 73rd independence day in the capital 
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With Christian leader 
Michel Aoun settled 
in the presidential 
palace, a general 
feeling of hope has 
engulfed Lebanon’s 
Christians.

The Christians have 
seen their presence, 
influence and role 
decline.

Are we witnessing the death of the Taif accords?

T
he 1989 Taif accords, 
which ended Leba-
non’s nearly 15-year 
civil war, set out a 
political system 
dividing power 

between the country’s Christians 
and Sunni and Shia Muslims. After 
more than two years of political 
deadlock more Lebanese, particu-
larly among the Shias, are calling 
for a constituent assembly to 
amend the country’s political 
formula.

Even after Michel Aoun, a 
Christian political ally of the 
powerful Hezbollah militia, was 
elected president at the end of 
October, calls have persisted for a 
constituent assembly to draft a 
new agreement that would mean 
the end of the Taif accords.

The political situation in 
Lebanon is influenced by the 
regional balance of power. It is 
clear that the balance of power in 
the region is tipping in favour of 
the Shias and their allies, particu-
larly due to the rise of Iranian 
influence in Iraq and Syria, which 
has caused concern among their 
Sunni communities.

In Iraq, Iran-backed Shia 
militias are taking part in the fight 
to liberate the northern city of 
Mosul from the Islamic State 
(ISIS). In Syria, Lebanon’s Hezbol-
lah and other Iran-backed Shia 
militias are fighting alongside 

President Bashar Assad’s forces. 
In Lebanon itself, Hezbollah has 
in Aoun a direct line to presiden-
tial palace.

In short, the so-called axis of 
resistance is winning. What this 
means is that the current political 
deadlock in Lebanon, even after 
the end of the presidential 
vacuum, is a reflection of what is 
going on in the wider region. So, 
for many in Lebanon, now is not 
the time for making adjustments 
or offering concessions but 
instead to make as many gains as 
possible.

What is required from Leba-
non’s political forces is to read this 
regional reality and deal with it. 
Lebanon’s emboldened Shias are 
seeking to impose their will on all 
prevailing agreements and 
strengthen their position in the 
country.

Aoun secured the presidency 

thanks to a deal that effectively 
united Lebanon’s Christian vote 
and a wider agreement between 
the Hezbollah-led March 8 
alliance that backed him for 
president and the rival Future 
Movement of Sunni former prime 
minister Saad Hariri.

But parliamentary Speaker 
Nabih Berri, who heads the Shia 
Amal movement, continues to 
throw up roadblocks to the 
formation of a new cabinet, 
leaving analysts to conclude his 
aim is to create an atmosphere 
that would lead to the need for a 
constituent assembly. Hezbollah 
is using its ally Berri, though 
supposedly an impartial law-
maker, to create political deadlock 
in a bid to strengthen its position.

There is a clear intention on 
behalf of both Hezbollah and 
Amal, Lebanon’s two biggest Shia 
parties, to redraft the system of 

governance in the country. All of 
this is a necessary preamble for a 
constituent assembly that would 
put in place new rules for presi-
dential powers and the formation 
of a government and even for 
holding new elections, which 
would mean that the existing 
formulas would no longer be 
relevant.

While the president affirms the 
Taif accords in terms of parity 
between Muslims and Christians, 
he had previously secured the 
agreement of the rival Christian 
party on the basis of putting 
forward an orthodox sectarian 
election law. He is also ignoring 
one of the most important parts of 
the Taif agreement, namely that 
all Lebanese militias must 
surrender their arms to the state.

The Taif agreement requires the 
head of state to deal with Hezbol-
lah’s arms and ensure their 
surrender to the state, which is 
something that Aoun must do, 
especially as he has sought to 
portray himself as a strong 
president. The irony is that Aoun 
is a close ally of Hezbollah and 
would never have secured the 
presidency without its backing.

So, will Aoun be able to stand 
firm in the face of attempts to 
push Lebanon towards a constitu-
tional crisis even by some of his 
own allies? Or are we witnessing 
the end of the Taif accords? We 
must wait and see what a new 
government looks like before we 
can make that determination.

Shadi Alaa al-Din is a Lebanese 
writer.
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We must 
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What is required from Lebanon’s 
political forces is to read this 
regional reality and deal with it.


