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The Shi‘as of Lebanon

Part One of this

article dealt with the
emergence of modern
Lebanon, traces of
Shi'ism in that region

in the early Islamic
period; and the
contribution of the
‘ulama of Jabal “Amil to
Shi‘ism, ending with
the contribution of
Sharafu 'd-Din
al-Musawi (d. 1957).
Part Two presents the
socio-political circum-
stances of the twentieth
century Lebanese Shi'as
and the role played by
Sayyid Musa Sadr.
Hopefully,

this will change your
outlook about the “Shi’ite
terrorists” and “funda-

mentalists” of Lebanon.

(Part Two of Two)

Sayyid Muhammad Rizvi

Politics of Modern Lebanon:

Lebanon, as part of Syria, was occupied by the French in 1920. And in
1926 it was declared as a separate constitutional republic under the French
mandatory control. Lebanon was carved out of Syria so that the Maronite
Christians in Lebanon may emerge as the majority group. It was formally
declared independent in June 1941.

In the constitution of 1926, the Chambers (i.e., the Parliament) was
intended to be represented by the confessional communities. Every reli-
gious community got certain numbers of seats according to its popula-
tion. This division of power was based on the official census of 1932:

Maronite 29%
Suninis 22%
Shi‘ahs 20%
Greek Orthodox 9%
Druze T
Greek Catholics 6%

There was, however, no provision in the constitution that the office
of the president, the prime minister and the cabinet ministers be assigned
according to religious status. Then two years after the independence, in
1943, the Maronite Christian leader Bisharah al-Khouri and the Sunni
Muslim leader Rivad al-Sulh met and came up with an unwritten "Na-
tional Pact’ which assigned these offices on religious basis: the President
will be a Christian; the Prime Minister will be a Sunni; and the Head of the
Chambers will be a Shi‘ah.

Shi‘as under the Confessional System:

Most historians praise the confessional system of Lebanon but, at the
same time, they also make it clear that the most deprived group under this
system is of the Shi‘ahs. For example, R E. Crow, writes, “...we may
conclude that the Lebanese administration does a reasonably effective
job of representing the various communities with the major exception of
the Shi‘ites.™!

| “Confessionalism, Public Administration, & Efficiency” in Politics in Lebanon, ed.
L. Binder (N.Y.: John Wiley & Sons, 1966) p. 176.
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As late as 1960, the Shi‘ahs were the most de-
prived and oppressed community in Lebanon. Ac-
cording to a survey published in 1976, “The Shi‘ite
was the least likely, in comparison with other recog-
nized sects, to list his occupation as professional/
techinal, business/manageral, clerical, or crafts/op-
eratives, and most likely to list it as farming, peddlery,
or labor.™?

Causes of Shi‘ite Deprivation:

There were two main causes for the political and
economic deprivation of the Lebanese Shi‘ahs: in-
ternal and external.

1. The local government officials were just like
feudal lords who knew nothing but exploitation. For
the most part, the Shi‘ahs in South Lebanon were
village dwellers, and their society had preserved
strong feudal characteristics; landowing families
holding sway over poor peasant serfs. The peasants
depended completely on their landlord. The feudal
rule over these people goes back to the Ottoman
period.

Even the parliamentary system introduced by the
French was manipulated by the feudal overlords—
no one could be elected to the parliament except
with the blessings of a za ‘#m (big boss).

Let us say in district *x’, the law assigns three
parliamentary seats: two for Shi‘ahs and one for
Maronties. The Shi‘ah za ‘im in that district is virtu-
ally assured of victory because of the status of his
family and the pervasive economic, political and so-
cial controls which he holds over his followers. The
other Shi‘ah and Maronite seats in that district can
usually be gained only by those candidates who run
with the za im on the same ticket. A high prize is
exacted in cash for the privilege of being included
on that ticket. As many candidates may run for elec-
tion as are eligible and who can afford the deposit,
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but the chance of success for those who do not have
wealth or za im support are low?

The power was derived from landed property,
ancient lineage and patronage. For example, Kamel
Bek, a za'im of 1960°s, was of the opinion that rep-
resenting the Shi‘ite peasants of the South was his
prerogative precluded to anybody else whatever his
personality and capacities might have been.* One-
fourth of the deputies in 1960 parliament “inherited
their parliamentary seats from a scion in their fami-
lies—a father, an uncle, a grandfather.”*

The za ‘ims not only exploited the peasants, but
even hated the ambitious peasantry. Once Ahmad
Bek, the za‘im of 19405 and 1950s, berated a sensi-
tive young man for suggesting that he wanted to
study law. The peasant’s son has passed the second-
ary education; he was brought by his father into the
presence of the bey to bless the effort. But Ahmad
Bek, who sincerely believed that the land and the
men who worked the land belonged to him, was not
so charitable that day. “No.” he said, “my son Kamel
Bek is studying law.” The young man was com-
manded to choose another field #

So the political leaders who were supposed to
represent the Shi‘ah were themselves exploiting the
Shi*ahs for their personal gains.

2. The government was indifferent to their
plight, specially because firstly, the representatives
were themselves exploiters; and secondly, the Gen-
eral Muslim Higher Council (which represented the
Muslims) was predominantly Sunmi.

Thirdly, the laissez-faire attitude of the govern-
ment has brought with it an unequal distribution of
the benefits of Lebanaon’s development. The Shi‘ahs
particularly feel themselves left behind economically.

They also complained that they did not receive
their fair share of the benefits from development
projects and government appointments. For example,
in 1974, while the South had 20% of the national

2 Joseph Chamie, “The Lebancse Civil War, An Investigation into the Causes.” World Affairs 139 (Winter 1976/1977). p. 179
For delails on demographical data on Lebanon, see Chamic, Religion and Fertility, (Mass.: CUP, 1981).
4 Salem, Elic A, Modernization without Revelution: Lebanon ¥ Fxpertence (Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1973) p. 159-

160.

1 Hottinger, Armold. “Zu ama mn Histonical Perspective,” Binder ed., Politics in Lebanon, p. 93.
* Khalal, Samir, “Primordial Ties and Politics in Lebanon,” Middle Feastern Stadies (April 1968) p. 537.
¢ Ajami, F., The Fanished fmam: Musa al-Sadr & the Shia of Lebanon (NY., Cornell University Press, 1986) p. 66
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