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Abstract: This study examines the extent to which confessional identities in Lebanon are responsible
for shaping individual views toward their government. Specifically, I investigate disparities between
religious groups in their perceptions of democracy and democratic principles as applied in Lebanon.
Using nationally representative data from the Arab Barometer’s survey of Lebanon, I find that
when compared to Maronite Catholics, Druze, and Sunni Muslims, Shia Muslims consistently give
higher evaluations of the democratic condition of Lebanon. When compared to members of other
religious groups, Shia Muslims are also more trusting of government institutions and perceive
Lebanon to be freer. I find little evidence that the application of consociational theory equally and
proportionally represents the political needs of the religious groups intended to be served. Rather, my
findings reveal religious disparities in evaluations of democracy and political institutions in Lebanon,
supporting critics of consociationalism who argue that consociationalism essentializes group-identity
to political disputes.
Keywords: religion; ethnicity; Lebanon; Middle East; politics; consociationalism

Lebanon’s consociational confessionalist government structure exists as an attempt to end
interreligious conflict and to maintain religious equality. Specifically, this structure ensures that
Christians and Muslims will occupy seats in the nation’s parliament relative to their demographic
presence and requires the President of Lebanon to be a Maronite Catholic, the Speaker of the
Parliament a Shia Muslim, and their Prime Minister a Sunni Muslim (El-Husseini 2012; Salamey
2013). Other ministerial posts and political offices are also allocated according to religious confession
in an attempt to maintain peace and equality. Eighteen official religious confessions are recognized,
all of them Christian and Muslim, in addition to Judaism. These religious and political restrictions
contribute to Lebanon being ranked as a moderate government regulator of religion. Additionally,
social regulations of religious activity in Lebanon are high, which is often linked to further increased
government restrictions on religious activity (Grim and Finke 2010; Pew Forum on Religion and Public
Life 2014).
Consociationalists argue that distributing power based on ethnicity or religious identity can ease
intergroup hostilities and strengthen a democracy. Indeed, since the implementation of Lebanon’s
most recent consociational arrangements, interreligious violence has significantly decreased. However,
investigations into the effectiveness of these policies in establishing religious equality are warranted.
Religious restrictions, including those mandating religion’s influence in politics, are associated with
decreased equality and increased conflict (Grim 2008; Grim and Finke 2007, 2010). Critics have also argued
that consociationalism unnecessarily essentializes ethnic and religious identities to political disputes, which
leads to intergroup inequality and conflict (Dixon 2011; Farha 2012; Haddad 2002; Hamzeh 2001).
In this study, I investigate the effectiveness of consociationalism in equally addressing the political
needs of Lebanon’s major religious groups and securing democracy in the eyes of Lebanese citizens.
Using the Arab Barometer’s survey of Lebanon, I investigated two important research questions.
First, I ask whether or not Lebanon’s major religious confessions believe that they equally benefit
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from their government’s consociational democratic arrangements. Second, I ask how the benefits of
consociational governance may be unequally distributed across religious confessions. In this study
I find evidence that Lebanon’s consociational form of government is not working equally for the
religious groups it was intended to fairly represent. Shia Muslims consistently give the Lebanese
government more positive evaluations on issues related to democracy when compared to Sunni
Muslims, Maronite Catholics, and Druze. Maronite Catholics and Druze respondents consistently give
the Lebanese government the most negative evaluations on these issues.
This study answers a call for further research identifying groups most impacted by religious
restrictions, by investigating how institutions function under religious restrictions, and by investigating
how religious restrictions impact avenues for political activities (Finke 2013). Among its most
significant contributions, this research (1) directly addresses the sociology of religion by building
a profile of religious attitudes in Lebanon; (2) brings an international focus to the sociological
understanding of religion and state relations (Finke and Stark 2005; Gill 1998, 2008; Stark and
Roger 2000); (3) bridges together parallel literatures on consociationalism in the fields of sociology
and political science; and (4) bridges the sociology of religion and the sociology of race and ethnic
relations by investigating a unique context where the politics of religion and the politics of race and
ethnicity overlap.
1. Review of Literature
1.1. Historical Context
Consociational principles governed Lebanon for most of the 20th century and after. The National Pact
of 1943, an unwritten agreement establishing Lebanon as a multi-confessional state, sets confessional
requirements for Lebanon’s most important political offices. The agreement also required that the
parliament to be divided 6:5 with Christians holding more seats than Muslims. During this period,
Christians benefited from their demographic majority status, majority presence in the parliament, and
power afforded to the office of the President (Haddad 2002; Lijphart 1977; Salamey 2013).
Conflicts in 1958 and 1975 arose out of significant levels of discontent and anxiety regarding the future
direction of the nation, with complaints being divided among confessional lines. Sunni and Shia Muslims
were unhappy with Lebanon’s power structure, which was seen as favoring Christians (Haddad 2002).
Sunni Muslims were interested in drawing Lebanon closer to the rest of the Arab world, while Christians
and Druze felt that this policy would lead to their being further marginalized as minorities in the region
(Haddad 2002; MacKey 1991). Lebanese Druze were struggling to hold on to ethnic unity and land for
living (Harik 1996; Kreidie and Monroe 2002). Confesionally motivated urbanization projects, which were
designed to aid the nation’s power-sharing goals, achieved a state of deadlock. With policies resulting in
mass displacement, confessionally driven political deadlock, and sectarian identity overtaking national
identity, sectarian tensions were exacerbated to the point of civil war (Farha 2012; Salamey and Tabar 2008).
While the 1975 Civil War emerged with variegated interests in competition, belligerent participants were
still significantly divided among confessional lines. The more secular, left-leaning, nationalist Lebanese
National Movement had a significant Sunni and Druze presence. The predominantly Christian, right of
center, Kataeb Party was more supportive of the confessional status-quo and economically was liberal.
Hezbollah emerged as a major military representative of Shia Muslims and framed itself as a religious
resistance organization (Baylouny 2014; Worrall et al. 2015).
Several political developments in post-war Lebanon have been largely beneficial to Sunni and Shia
political interests, while Christians have lost a measurable amount of political influence, and the Druze
have struggled with a sense of vulnerability (El-Husseini 2012; Haddad 2002; Harris 2012). Lebanon’s
Maronite population has “lost their grip on Lebanon” and “by the 1990s, there was a recognizable
Christian collective with a common sense of frustration and disempowerment” (Harris 2012, p. 233).
In accordance with the Taif Agreement, which was responsible for ending the Civil War, a significant
amount of political power was transferred from the office of the President (a Maronite Catholic) to
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the office of the Prime Minister (a Sunni Muslim). The Shia led parliament was then delegated official
control over most government activities (El-Husseini 2012). Christians lost their statistical majority
status, and accordingly, their majority status in the parliament was replaced with a one-to-one split
with Muslim parliamentarians (see Table 1). Christians have argued that official interpretations of the
Taif Agreement are biased against them (Haddad 2002). Druze were left with an increasing sense of
vulnerability to larger confessional groups. In the post-war era, the Druze have also struggled in not
having their political leaders make the alignments they prefer (Harris 2012).
Table 1. Confessional Requirements for Major Political Offices According to the National Pact and
Taif Agreement.
President

Prime
Minister

National Pact

Maronite Catholic

Taif Agreement

Maronite Catholic

Agreement

Speaker of
Parliament

Deputy Speaker of
the Parliament

Proportion of
Parliament Members

Sunni Muslim

Shia Muslim

Greek Orthodox

6:5 Christian:Muslim

Sunni Muslim

Shia Muslim

Greek Orthodox

1:1 Christian:Muslim

Source: El-Husseini (2012); Salamey (2013).

On the other hand, Sunnis “discovered the virtue of a multi-communal Lebanese state” and
“became committed Lebanese as never before” (Harris 2012, p. 233).
Following the Civil War, Shias in Lebanon enjoyed a significant increase in representation in
political structures and increased power through activities external to politics. While all militias
were required to disarm at the end of the Civil War, Hezbollah, which currently courts the majority
of Lebanon’s Shia voters, was granted an exception (El-Husseini 2012). Hezbollah and the Amal
movement, another Shia political party, have since made significant gains in the political sphere
(Hamzeh 1994; Harik 1996; Harris 2012). While both parties made gains in Lebanon’s first post-war
election, frustrated Christians boycotted it (Harik 1996).
Hezbollah is now better armed than the Lebanese army, a fact that provokes a significant
amount of criticism from members of Lebanon’s other religious confessions. Hezbollah and the
Syrian government have been accusing of assassinating Prime Minister Hariri, who represented the
majority of Sunni citizens and had campaigned across sectarian lines with relative success. Hezbollah
actively tried to block investigations into the assassination of Hariri, providing a sense of injustice
among his supporters and exacerbating Sunni-Shia tensions (Bahout 2016; Cammett and Issar 2010;
El-Husseini 2012; Harris 2012).
1.2. Consociationalism
Consociational theory is among the most prominent theories utilized for democratically managing
societies that are religiously, ethnically, or otherwise segmented (Dixon 2011). Lijphart, while
encouraging nations to adopt consociationalism, argued “if [political leaders of plural societies] wish
to establish or strengthen democratic institutions in their countries, they must become consociational
engineers” (Lijphart 1977, p. 223). This theory was initially developed to address divisions along ethnic,
class, and religious lines in the Netherlands, Belgium, Austria, and Switzerland. Consociationalists
have argued that consociationalism was responsible for the peace and political stability in these diverse
nations, when many expected their diversity to cause the opposite (Lijphart 1977; McGarry and O’Leary
2006a; Wilkinson 2000). Lijphart has identified four principles which he believes dampens ethnic
and religious conflict and prescribes them for nations that are likewise demographically segmented.
The four main principles are:
(1)

The Grand Coalition: Governments are to be made up of representatives from each of a nation’s
major religious, linguistic, class, ethnic, or other demographic groupings. Their representatives
are to share in executive power.
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Proportionality: Each demographic group is required to have proportional representation in
the government and in major political posts. Each demographic group is to be a “proportional
beneficiary of public resources and expenditures” (McGarry and O’Leary 2006a, p. 44).
Autonomy: Each demographic group is to have a guaranteed right to autonomy
and self-governance.
Mutual Veto-Rights: Representatives of each demographic group are to be granted the right to
veto political actions that are deemed contrary to their group interests.

In order for these principles to succeed, the interests of each demographic group should be
adequately and equally reflected in a grand coalition. If one of the groups which a consociational
government attempts to represent feels marginalized by the state, the legitimacy of the consociational
government system may become undermined (Farha 2012). Lijphart (1977) further argues that these
principles are most likely to succeed when a strong case can be made that national unity is in the best
interests of all groups in conflict. For example, groups at war may find cooperation under nationalistic
terms to be beneficial when a mutual threat, external to their nation, is perceived.
1.3. Empirical Support for Consociational Representation
Consociational theorists credit consociationalism for successful peace efforts in Northern Ireland.
Specifically, the British government’s adoption of consociational policies that led to the Irish Republican
Army’s 1994 ceasefire agreement has been cited. Consociationalists also frequently cite Northern
Ireland’s 1998 Good Friday Agreement as an instance where adversarial political parties were able to
agree on consociational principles, which have been largely beneficial for Northern Ireland. McGarry
and O’Leary (2006b) elaborate by arguing that the consociational Good Friday Agreement is responsible
for a dramatic decrease in violence in Northern Ireland.
Consociationalism has been credited for introducing more civil liberties to India’s minority groups
(Farha 2012; Lijphart 1996). Lijphart credits consociationalism with bringing fair representation to
all of India’s myriad of religious, linguistic, caste, and regional groups. Consociationalists argue that
between 1947 and 1966 India was adhering closer to consociational principles than at any other point
in Indian history and that this period was accompanied by the lowest rates of intergroup violence in
the nation’s history (Farha 2012; Lijphart 1996; Wilkinson 2000).
1.4. Criticisms of Consociationalism
Consociationalism is criticized for essentializing group identity to the political needs of
individuals, to political disputes, and to government policy (Dixon 2011; Farha 2012; Haddad 2002;
Hamzeh 2001). Political decisions and group gains and losses then become inextricably tied, which
increases the degree to which religious identification is politically consequential ((Blumer 1958; Bobo
and Hutchings 1996; Brown 2010; Sidanius and Pratto 2001) in (Huddy 2013)). As group identities
become intrinsic to political decision making, socioeconomic and other prudential interests are rivaled
by group identity (Nagle 2017). The individual then makes political decisions with the power associated
with group membership in mind, while class interests are made subservient to group membership.
With the government treating individuals by their identity first, and the individual being forced to
choose their group identity as their foremost political concern, the likelihood that socioeconomic and
other prudential needs are addressed significantly decreases.
Critics argue that consociational systems of government are unlikely to fairly represent all people,
as representation is consolidated among specific group elites. Consociational victory is declared when
political elites are publicly reconciled, while grassroots concerns are ignored. Consociational theorists
assume that placing members of an ethnic group into political offices ensures that all members of an
ethnic group are properly and equally represented. Consociational political structures also encourage
segregation, limiting the opportunities for conflict resolution through intergroup contact (Dixon 2011).
Critics note that this presupposes a one-dimensional view of ethnicity, which ignores the various
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social spaces occupied by individuals. While consociationalists see the distribution of resources among
various ethnic or religious groups as promoting equality, critics argue that this ignores the strong
potential for unequal distribution within groups (Wilkinson 2000).
Wilkinson (2000) cited India as a case refuting the effectiveness of consociational forms of
governments for managing diverse societies. From 1919 until 1947, India experienced high levels of
group conflict while adhering closely to consociational political principles. Wilkinson then argues
that Lijphart (1996) was incorrect in labelling India’s more peaceful period in the years 1947–1964
as consociational. In further contrast to Lijphart, Wilkinson argues that India became consociational
again in 1965, and attributes an increase in religious, ethnic, and caste-based conflict to India becoming
consociational again.
1.5. Consociationalism in Lebanon
Cammett and Issar (2010) describe Lebanon as a quasi, pseudo, or incomplete democracy.
The degree to which power struggles are determined by democratic practices is limited. Rather,
political parties and other sectarian leaders engage in activities outside of official channels in order to
gain power. This includes encouraging protests, riots, and even “militia warfare” (Cammett and Issar
2010, p. 383). Frequent changes in Lebanon’s electoral policies also may cheapen the value of electoral
considerations, as political actors believe that electoral rules are easily subject to change.
According to the Taif Agreement, parliamentary seats are ascribed according to religious
confession. However, Lebanon’s political structure is also set up so that when a religious sect
has a majority in a constituency, they are able to determine “the election of candidates supposedly
representing another sect without them necessarily having the backing of a majority of their own sect”
(Worrall et al. 2015, p. 92). This forces sects that are thinly and widely distributed to be represented
by candidates who they did not vote for, even members of “rival factions” (Worrall et al. 2015, p. 92).
This disproportionately affects Lebanon’s Christian populations and benefits Hezbollah (Cammett
and Issar 2010; Worrall et al. 2015). Lebanon’s endorsement of consociationalism communicates the
message to its citizens that their religious confession is the most important factor to consider when
considering political representation and positions.
Farha (2012) argues that while consociationalism has helped to maintain diversity in Lebanon’s
government, this has come at the expense of the “usual standards of democracy and individual (as opposed
to communal) rights” (Farha 2012, p. 376). As with other consociational governments, Lebanon’s
confessional consociational system often ignores class, religious, ideological, and other non-demographic
identity based differences. With group identity trumping prudential political interests, the Lebanese
government has addressed urbanization along prescribed confessional and “often primordial” lines (Harik
1996; Salamey and Tabar 2008, p. 244). During the post-war period, class-based and other interests have
emerged, shaping and changing individual identities. Rather than acknowledging the class, regional,
and other nationally inclusive identities that have arisen, Lebanon has drawn political borders, set up a
government structure, and organized daily life in such a manner that places ultimate value on a person’s
confessional identity. Because these polices treat religious confessions as primary, and the government only
recognizes eighteen religious confessions, these policies treat those with other or no religious confession as
if they do not exist (Salamey and Tabar 2008).
2. Hypotheses
2.1. State of Democracy
While Lebanon’s consociational arrangements were designed to fairly represent all of Lebanon’s
major confessional groups, critics argue that consociational arrangements have essentialized
confessional identities to political matters in Lebanon. Rather than considering the economy, education,
and other prudential needs, individuals frame political success in terms of their confessional group’s
relative power. Since the Taif Agreement was signed, Christians have felt collectively hurt by their
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relative political losses, while the Druze remain insecure in their minority status (Harris 2012).
Additionally, a significant amount of political power has been transferred from Christians to Muslims,
and Muslims have made significant relative political gains. Shia Muslims have been able to benefit
from political and extra-political representation from Hezbollah. Frequent boycotts of elections, most
notably by Christians, suggest flaws in Lebanon’s democratic arrangement. Furthermore, if the critics
of consociationalism are correct, all political losses are subject to interpretation as political losses.
H1: Evaluations of the state of democracy in Lebanon will be unequally distributed along
confessional lines.
2.2. Trust in Government Institutions
Trust in government institutions is critical to social and political stability and is reflective on the
legitimacy of a democracy (Kukovič 2013; Nikolayenko 2014). Low trust in government institutions
is indicative of perceived discrimination (Liebkind and Jasinskaja-Lahti 2000). Perceptions of unfair
treatment are likely to lead to decreased levels of political trust (Lee 1994). When political losses are
perceived as group-identity losses, the implication is that one’s ethnic or religious group is losing in a
political system, indicating discrimination.
H2: Trust in government institutions will be unequally distributed along confessional lines.
2.3. Perceptions of Freedoms
Freedom is a basic and highly-desired value associated with liberal-democracies. Citizens should
expect to be free to live their lives free from the coercion of others. Political freedoms are also to be
expected, where individuals are freely able to participate in political and social activities in order
to produce societal and governmental change (Berlin 2002; Heater 1999; Mulgan 1984; Naito 2007;
Rawls 2001). Drawing on the historical record showing religious disparities in the benefits afforded
by Lebanon’s consociational governmental structure and the willingness of groups to participate in
elections, I hypothesize that:
H3: Perceptions of freedom will be unequally distributed along religious lines.
3. Methods
3.1. Data
This research project utilizes the third wave of the Arab Barometer’s survey of Lebanon. The Arab
Barometer was established by scholars at multiple universities and research centers throughout the United
States, Middle East, and North Africa. The project has been expanded through a partnership with the Arab
Reform initiative. A national probability sample design is used to select nationally representative estimates
of respondents in multiple Arab majority nations. Stratification techniques ensured representation from
the seven governorates of Lebanon. The survey is stratified by socioeconomic status. Unlike many other
well-known surveys of Lebanon, the Arab Barometer is stratified by religious confessions, separating Sunni
and Shia Muslims. The sample is divided according Lebanon’s 571 officially populated districts. Statistical
blocks of 100–150 households served as primary sampling units. Households were randomly selected to
recruit interview subjects to take part in face-to-face Arabic language surveys, yielding a total sample of
1060 respondents. (Arab 2014, 2016).
3.2. Dependent Variables
For the first set of analyses, an indicator of perceptions of democracy functions as the dependent
variable. “Extent of democracy” asks respondents how democratic (0, no democracy whatsoever, to 10,
democratic to the greatest possible extent) the respondent believes their country to be.
Next, four indicators of trust in government institutions were used as dependent variables. “Trust
Government” asks respondents to what extent they trust their nation’s government or cabinet. “Trust
Parliament” asks respondents to what extent they trust Lebanon’s Council of Representatives (the
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Parliament). “Trust Police” asks respondents to what extent they trust Lebanon’s Internal Security Force
(the police). “Trust Army” asks respondents to what extent they trust the Lebanese Army. For each of these
variables, “I absolutely do not trust it” is treated as 0 while “I trust it to a limited extent,” “I trust it to a
medium extent” and “I trust it to a great extent” are treated as 1.
Finally, seven indicators of perceptions of freedoms functioned as dependent variables. “Freedom
to Express Opinions” asks respondents to what extent the freedom to express opinions is guaranteed
in their country. “Freedom of the Press” asks respondents to what extent freedom of the press is
guaranteed in their country. “Freedom to Join Political Parties” asks respondents to what extent
freedom to join political parties is guaranteed in their country. “Freedom to Protest” asks respondents
to what extent freedom to participate in peaceful protests and demonstrations is guaranteed in their
country. “Freedom to Join Civil Organizations” asks respondents to what extent freedom to join civil
associations and organizations is guaranteed in their country. “Freedom to Sue the Government”
asks respondents to what extent the freedom to sue the government and its agencies is guaranteed
in their country. Finally, “Freedom to Vote” asks respondents to what extent the freedom to vote in
parliamentary, municipal, and provincial elections is guaranteed in their country. For each of these
variables, “not guaranteed” is treated as 0, while “guaranteed to a limited extent,” “guaranteed to a
medium extent,” and “guaranteed to a great extent” are treated as 1.
3.3. Independent Variables
Four religious categories were utilized. Respondents identified as (a) Maronite Catholic, (b) Sunni
Muslim, (c) Shia Muslim (reference category), or (d) Druze. Shia Muslims are hypothesized to give
the most positive evaluations of their government when compared to all of the confessional groups.
Preliminary analyses revealed that Shia Muslims offer the most generous views of the government in
nearly every measure. This made them a suitable choice for a reference category in regression models.
3.4. Control Variables
Key sociodemographic variables are controlled for. Rural living is coded as a dummy variable.
Age is measured in years and captures respondents from the ages of 18 to 85. Gender is reflected in the
female dichotomous variable. Education is an ordinal variable where 1 = illiterate/no formal education,
2 = elementary school education, 3 = preparatory/basic education, 4 = secondary school education,
5 = mid-level diploma/professional or technical education, 6 = bachelor’s degree, and 7 = master’s
degree. Employed is a dichotomous variable measuring employment status. Income includes the
respondents’ self-reported monthly household income. A log transformation was used on this variable
to correct a skewed distribution. Initially, political party affiliation and regional governorates were
controlled for. However, the models containing these variables revealed high levels of multicollinearity.
This was anticipated, as consociationalism forces political affiliations to be drawn along religious lines.
Thus, political party affiliation and religious identity are strongly correlated. Additionally, regional
concentration of religious groups is also common in Lebanon (Harris 2012). Due to the problem of
multi-collinearity, political party affiliation and regional governorate variables were dropped from
the analysis.
3.5. Analytic Procedure
Table 2 presents descriptive statistics for all of the variables used in this study. Table 3 presents
the mean of each of the socioeconomic variables by each religious group.
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Table 2. Descriptive Statistics.
Variables

Mean

SD

Min

Max

Extent of Democracy
Trust Government
Trust Parliament
Trust Police
Trust Army
Freedom to Express Opinions
Freedom of the Press
Freedom to Join Political Parties
Freedom to Protest
Freedom to Join Civil Organizations
Freedom to Sue the Government
Freedom to Vote
Maronite
Sunni
Shia
Druze
Rural
Age
Female
Education
Employed
Income (logged)

4.22
0.321
0.42
0.68
0.88
0.78
0.82
0.89
0.86
0.92
0.36
0.88
0.30
0.31
0.29
0.10
0.13
40.15
0.50
3.85
0.66
7.27

2.70
0.47
0.49
0.47
0.32
0.46
0.39
0.31
0.34
0.28
0.48
0.33
0.46
0.46
0.46
0.293
0.34
15.01
0.50
1.70
0.47
0.65

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
18
0
1
0
5.01

10
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
85
1
7
1
9.95

Table 3. Mean Socioeconomic Descriptive Statistics by Religion.
Covariates

Maronite

Sunni

Shia

Druze

Rural
Age
Female
Education
Employed
Income (logged)

0.03
46.48
0.51
3.60
0.66
7.38

0.09
38.33
0.50
3.92
0.64
7.11

0.29
36.28
0.50
4.10
0.65
7.31

0.10
37.74
0.50
3.65
0.73
7.36

Each subheading in the results sections of this paper begins by introducing a mean comparison of
each religious group’s responses to the questions being used as dependent variables. I use ordinary
least squares modeling as a multivariate analytic strategy to test the relationships between religious
identity and perceptions of democracy in Lebanon. I then utilize binary logistic regression modeling to
test the relationships between religious identification and trust in government institutions. I end the
study with binary logistic regression models that test the relationships between religious identity and
perceptions of freedom in Lebanon1 .
4. Results
4.1. Descriptive Statistics
Maronite, Sunni, and Shia respondents were almost evenly distributed among the sample and
these religious groups compose just over 75% of the sample. Druze respondents were a clear minority,
amounting to 8.33%. A number of smaller Christian denominations made up the rest of the sample.
Because their sample sizes were too small to detect statistical significance, these denominations
were removed from the sample. In the final sample, Maronite, Sunni, and Shia respondents were
almost evenly distributed, with about 90% of the sample adhering to one of these denominations.
The remaining 9.53% of cases were Druze. The average respondent is about 40 year’s old, lives in an
urban setting, is female, has at least a preparatory/basic education, and is employed.

1

Initially ordered logistic regression models were run. Due to a violation of the proportional odds assumption, binary logistic
models were estimated instead.
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Shia Muslims mostly lived in urban settings but were the most likely to live in rural settings,
followed by Druze, Sunni Muslims, and Maronite Catholics respectively. The average age of
respondents were similar with the exception of Maronite Catholics, who have the highest average age.
Men and women were essentially equally distributed in the sample and among each of the religious
groups. Income was slightly lower among Sunni Muslims, and Sunni Muslims were also slightly less
likely than other groups to be employed.
4.2. Extent of Democracy
Table 4 presents mean comparisons for evaluations of the state of democracy in Lebanon across
religious contexts. The findings here provide mixed preliminary support for H1. Only Shia Muslims
rated the Lebanese government as more democratic than undemocratic. The mean democratic score
given to Lebanon by Shia Muslims (5.21) is significantly higher than the scores given by Sunni Muslims,
Maronite Catholics, and Druze. The mean evaluations given by Sunni Muslims, Maronite Catholics,
and Druze do not significantly differ from each other.
Table 4. Religious Group Mean Evaluations of the State of Democracy in Lebanon.
Religious Groups

Extent of Democracy

Maronite
Sunni
Shia
Druze

3.62 a
3.93 a
5.21 b,c,d
4.09 a

a

Different from Shiites at 0.05 level or better. b Different from Sunnis at 0.05 level or better. c Different from Maronite
Catholics at 0.05 level or better. d Different from Druze at 0.05 level or better.

As seen in Table 5, the OLS model supports H1 and the initial findings in the means comparisons.
Controlling for all else, Shia Muslim respondents evaluate Lebanon as being significantly more
democratic when compared to Maronite Catholics (b = −1.52, p < 0.001), Sunni Muslims (b = −1.32,
p < 0.001) and Druze respondents (b = −0.94, p < 0.001). Maronites have the lowest scores in comparison,
but Sunnis have lower scores than Druze. Females evaluated Lebanon as less democratic than
did males, and the unemployed evaluated Lebanon as a less democratic nation when compared to
employed respondents.
Table 5. Results from OLS Regression Model Predicting Evaluations of the State of Democracy.
Independent Variables

Extent of Democracy

Intercept
Maronite a
Sunni a
Druze a
Rural
Age
Female
Education
Employed
Income (logged)
N
R-Square

6.00 ***
−1.52 ***
−1.32 ***
−0.94 **
0.05
−0.002
−0.50 *
0.09
−0.40 *
−0.07
954
0.07

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 *** p < 0.001. Notes: a Reference group is Shia Muslim.

4.3. Trust in Government Institutions
Table 6 provides comparisons of means on trust in institutions among the four religious groups
that this study focuses on. Sunni and Shia Muslims are both significantly more trusting of the
government than are Maronite Catholic and Druze respondents, while not significantly differing from
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each other. Shia Muslims are significantly more trusting of Lebanon’s democratically elected parliament
when compared to members of all the other religious groups. Sunni Muslims are significantly more
trusting of the parliament than Maronite and Druze respondents. Shia Muslims were more trusting
of the police than Sunni Muslims and Maronite Catholics. No significant differences were observed
between Druze respondents and the other religious groups in their trust of the police. Druze, Shia, and
Maronite respondents do not significantly vary from each other in their trust in the Lebanese Army,
but they are all significantly more trusting of the Lebanese army than are Sunni respondents.
Table 6. Religious Group Mean Trust in Government Institutions.
Religious Groups

Trust Government

Trust Parliament

a,b

Maronite
Sunni
Shia
Druze

0.20
0.42 c,d
0.38 c,d
0.22 a,b

Trust Police
a

a,b

0.61
0.66 a
0.76 b,c
0.70

0.22
0.44 a,c,d
0.65 b,c,d
0.24 a,b

a

Different from Shiites at 0.05 level or better. b Different from Sunnis at 0.05 level or better.
Maronites at 0.05 level or better. d Different from Druze at 0.05 level or better.

Trust Army
0.93 b
0.74 a,c,d
0.95 b
0.96 b
c

Different from

Table 7 presents the results from four binary logistic regression models estimating trust in
government institutions among religious groups, net control variables. These findings provide mixed
support for H2.
When it comes to having a general trust in the government and trust in the police, Shia Muslims
only have significantly higher odds of trust when compared to Maronite Catholics. When it comes
to trust in the army, Shia Muslims only have higher odds of trust when compared to Sunni Muslims.
However, Shia Muslims are significantly more likely to be trusting of Lebanon’s parliament when
compared to members of all three of the other religious confessions. This is unsurprising, considering
that Lebanon’s consociational arrangements require that the leader of the nation’s parliament be a
Shia Muslim.
Table 7. Estimated Odds Ratios for Trust in Institutions.
Independent Variables

Trust Government

Trust Parliament

Trust Police

Trust Army

Maronite a

0.45 ***
(0.21)

0.20 ***
(0.20)

0.55 **
(0.20)

0.57
(0.38)

Sunni a

1.32
(0.18)

0.48 ***
(0.18)

0.71
(0.19)

0.14 ***
(0.31)

Druze a

0.62
(0.29)

0.22 ***
(0.29)

0.90
(0.29)

1.92
(0.77)

Rural

1.24
(0.21)

2.24 ***
(0.22)

2.04 **
(0.26)

0.93
(0.34)

Age

0.99
(0.005)

0.99
(0.005)

1.01
(0.005)

1.01
(0.008)

Female

0.84
(0.15)

0.88
(0.15)

1.27
(0.15)

1.55
(0.23)

Education

1.06
(0.05)

1.06
(0.05)

1.03
(0.05)

1.02
(0.07)

Employed

0.65 **
(0.16)

0.86
(0.16)

0.90
(0.16)

1.31
(0.24)

Income (logged)

0.90
(0.12)

0.77 *
(0.12)

0.96
(0.12)

0.93
(0.18)

N

955

951

954

954

1202.39

1295.55

1181.66

694.17

−2 Log Likelihood

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 *** p < 0.001. Notes: a Reference group is Shia Muslim.
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Control variables were significant to a minimal extent, which is consistent with the criticism
that consociationalism reinforces religious identity based differences over economic, class, and other
political needs. Employed respondents are less trusting of the government. Income is negatively
associated with trust in the parliament. Rural-based respondents had greater odds of trusting the
parliament and the police when compared to urban-dwelling respondents.
4.4. Perceptions of Freedom
Results presented in Table 8 reveal that evaluations of the freedoms that are guaranteed in Lebanon
were generally high, with the exception of the freedom to sue the government. In each case, Shia
respondents reported the highest levels of perceived freedoms. Shia respondents were more likely to
believe that Lebanon guarantees the freedom to express opinions than were members of all the other
religious groups. Sunni respondents were more likely to believe that Lebanon guarantees the freedom
to express opinions than were Druze and Maronite respondents. Shia respondents were significantly
more likely than Sunni and Maronite respondents to report that their government guarantees press
freedoms, while Sunni respondents were more likely to report that their government guarantees
press freedom than Maronite respondents. Shia respondents were significantly more likely to believe
that Lebanon guarantees the freedom to join political parties than were Sunni, Druze, and Maronite
respondents, while none of the other religious groups differed among themselves. Shia respondents
were also significantly more likely that Sunni, Druze, and Maronite respondents to report that Lebanon
guarantees the freedom to participate in peaceful protests. Sunni respondents were more likely to
report that Lebanon guarantees the freedom to protest when compared to Maronite respondents. Shia
respondents were more likely than Maronite respondents to say that Lebanon guarantees the freedom
to join civil associations and organizations. Shia respondents were more likely to report that Lebanon
guarantees the freedom to sue the government when compared to respondents from all other religious
groups. Shia Muslims were also the only religious group to believe on average that the government of
Lebanon provides the freedom to sue the government. Sunni respondents were more likely to believe
that Lebanon guarantees the freedom to sue the government when compared to Maronite respondents.
Sunni and Shia respondents were both significantly more likely to report that Lebanon guarantees the
freedom to vote when compared to Maronite respondents.
Table 8. Religious Group Mean Perceptions of Freedom.
Religious
Groups

Freedom to
Express Opinions

Freedom of the
Press

Join Political
Parties

Freedom
to Protest

Freedom to Join
Civil Associations

Freedom to Sue the
Government

Freedom
to Vote

Maronite
Sunni
Shia
Druze

0.60 a,b
0.83 a,c,d
0.95 b,c,d
0.67 a,b

0.71 a,b
0.83 a,c
0.91 b,c
0.80

0.84 a
0.89 a
0.97 b,c,d
0.86 a

0.78 a,b
0.86 a,c
0.96 b,c,d
0.82 a

0.87 a
0.91
0.97 c
0.92

0.20 a,b
0.38 a,c
0.52 b,c,d
0.26 a

0.82 a,b
0.89 c
0.91 c
0.90

a

Different from Shiites at 0.05 level or better. b Different from Sunnis at 0.05 level or better.
Maronites at 0.05 level or better. d Different from Druze at 0.05 level or better.

c

Different from

Table 9 presents data offering mixed support for H3. Religious disparities in favor of Shia Muslims
were observed with each freedom except for the freedom to vote. Shia Muslims had higher odds of
perceiving Lebanon as guaranteeing the freedom to express opinions, the freedom to join political
parties, the freedom to participate in peaceful protests and demonstrations, and the freedom to sue the
government when compared to Sunni, Maronite, and Druze respondents. Shia Muslims had higher
odds than Maronite and Sunni respondents of believing that the freedom of the press and the freedom
to join civil associations and organizations were guaranteed in Lebanon.
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Table 9. Estimated Odds Ratios for Perceptions of Freedom in Lebanon.
Independent
Variables

Freedom to
Express Opinions

Freedom of
the Press

Freedom to Join
Political Parties

Freedom to Protest

Freedom to Join
Civil Associations

Freedom to Sue the
Government

Freedom
to Vote

Maronite a

0.09 ***
(0.32)

0.30 ***
(0.26)

0.17 ***
(0.41)

0.18 ***
(0.34)

0.26 ***
(0.39)

0.26 ***
(0.20)

0.65
(0.27)

Sunni a

0.21 ***
(0.33)

0.57 *
(0.26)

0.23 ***
(0.41)

0.30 ***
(0.34)

0.36 **
(0.38)

0.60 **
(0.17)

1.03
(0.28)

Druze a

0.12 ***
(0.38)

0.57
(0.37)

0.22 **
(0.51)

0.23 ***
(0.42)

0.58
(0.59)

0.41 **
(0.28)

1.81
(0.51)

Rural

0.98
(0.33)

2.03
(0.37)

1.95
(0.50)

2.60 *
(0.48)

1.76
(0.50)

1.28
(0.21)

3.33 *
(0.48)

Age

0.98 **
(0.006)

1.00
(0.006)

0.99
(0.008)

1.00
(0.006)

0.99
(0.008)

1.00
(0.005)

1.00
(0.007)

Female

0.82
(0.19)

1.14
(0.19)

0.87
(0.23)

0.94
(0.21)

1.11
(0.26)

1.01
(0.15)

0.93
(0.22)

Education

1.04
(0.06)

1.02
(0.06)

0.96
(0.07)

0.98
(0.06)

0.86 *
(0.08)

1.00
(0.04)

0.91
(0.07)

Employed

1.02
(0.20)

1.11
(0.20)

0.89
(0.25)

0.76
(0.23)

1.09
(0.27)

0.68 *
(0.16)

0.93
(0.23)

Income
(logged)

0.81
(0.13)

1.12
(0.14)

1.05
(0.17)

0.94
(0.15)

1.12
(0.19)

0.99
(0.12)

1.20
(0.17)

N

959

956

952

956

958

946

957

−2 Log
Likelihood

968.58

885.71

579.45

763.91

494.32

1239.05

686.85

a

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 *** p < 0.001. Notes: Reference group is Shia Muslim. Freedom to Join Political Parties and
Freedom to Join Civil Associations use Firth’s rare event bias correction.

In these models, the effects of socioeconomic factors again were minimal. Age only had a slight
and significant negative relationship with perceiving the right to express opinions as being guaranteed
in Lebanon. Increased education was associated with having lower odds of perceiving Lebanon as
guaranteeing the right to join civil associations and organizations. Being employed was associated
with having lower odds of perceiving Lebanon as guaranteeing the right to sue the government and
its agencies. Rural respondents had higher odds of perceiving the right to protest and vote as being
guaranteed in Lebanon when compared to urban voters.
5. Discussion
Scholars who are critical of consociationalism have argued that consociational representation does
not provide proper political accommodations and representation to the religious and ethnic groups that
consociationalism intends to help. Rather, critics argue that consociationalism essentializes group identity
to political disputes (Dixon 2011; Farha 2012; Haddad 2002; Hamzeh 2001). Historians of Lebanon have
added on to this the fact that historical contingencies have worked primarily to the favor of Muslim groups
and against Christians (El-Husseini 2012; Haddad 2002; Harris 2012). The Taif Agreement, which sought to
distribute political power across warring religious factions, re-established a consociational government
in Lebanon. Historical research suggest that Christians emerged out of post-war Lebanon united with a
sense of defeat and the Druze with a decreased sense of security (El-Husseini 2012; Harris 2012). Lebanon’s
Muslim populations have benefitted from power shifts. However, there has not been one monolithic
Muslim experience. Sunnis and Shias have often enjoyed different benefits. Additionally, political events
have at times raised inter-sectarian tensions (Bahout 2016; Cammett and Issar 2010; El-Husseini 2012; Harik
1996; Harris 2012; Hamzeh 1994; Khashan and Mousawi 2007).
My findings are consistent with the arguments of critics of consociationalism and historians who
observe religious disparities in Lebanon’s current consociational arrangements. In ten out of twelve
models investigating equal outcomes for the state of democracy, Maronite respondents consistently
feel that the state of Lebanon is less democratic, less trustworthy, and less free when compared to
Shia Muslims. Similar disparities were observed between Shia and Sunni Muslims in nine out of
the twelve models. Similar findings were also found between Shia Muslims and Druze respondents.
Fewer significant findings with Druze respondents may be due to the small sample size of the Druze.
Means comparisons reveal additional layers of a stratified political experience. In no models were
members of any religious group evaluate Lebanon as more democratic, more trustworthy, or freer
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than Shia Muslims. These findings lend support to critics of consociational theory, who argue that
consociationalism essentializes group identity differences to politics and forces individuals to consider
religious group interests instead of economic and other self-interests. What is particularly noteworthy
are the nearly negligible socioeconomic effects on political views. While education, gender, and income
are expected to appreciably affect political attitudes, these variables only appear as significant, often
marginally so, in less than half of the models. On the other hand, religious group differences were
observed in all but one of the twelve models. This is consistent with the argument that confessionalism
leads Lebanese citizens to ignore their prudential interests in favor of religious group-based interests
(Nagle 2017).
Acknowledgments of limitations and points of clarification regarding this study are warranted.
This study does not, and due to the constraints of the data, cannot argue for a causal relationship
between the establishment of a consociational democracy and political attitudes in Lebanon. Data on
political attitudes in Lebanon before and after the implementation of consociational agreements
are unfortunately not available. Furthermore, this study cannot directly place consociationalism
in comparison with other political structures. What scholars can do and have done is investigate
whether or not consociationalism succeeds on its own merits by creating strong democracies with
equal and satisfactory conditions for the groups that consociational political engineers are attempting
to accommodate. Taking this approach, my research finds that members of most religious groups do
not believe that they are living in a very democratic state. I find alarming levels of political distrust,
an important indicator of the strength of a democracy. In these areas and within views of freedoms
guaranteed in Lebanon, I also find evidence of multiple significant religious disparities in the ways
that members of religious major religious confessions experience the benefits of a consociational
democratic government.
One direction future research may take in order to address the limitations of this study is to apply
a comparative-historical treatment to Lebanon and consociationalism. In addition to consociationalism,
several other power-sharing arrangements have been proposed and implemented to appease deeply
divided nations. Rather than focusing on minority-group members representing themselves in politics,
centripetalists argue for a political structure that incentivizes majority-group political representatives to
accommodate the needs of minority-group members (McCulloch 2013). Political appeals made across
ethnic, racial, or religious lines are argued to ensure the political support and inclusion of majority and
minority-group members. Additionally, advocates of federacy call for “an autonomous political region
in an otherwise unitary or union state” (O’Leary 2013, p.403) to be implemented in deeply divided
places. Those represented by the federacy are entitled to self-government in terms of the law and
the structuring of regional and local government. The federacy, and those it represents, would then
benefit from a significant degree of sovereignty from the national government and those the national
government primarily represents (Mcgarry 2007; O’Leary 2013; Rezvani 2007; Stepan 2013). Other scholars
argue that courts may constrain the powers of majoritarian governments, defend the rights of minority
groups members, and maintain democratic stability. These courts may not need to rely on any special
form of government specifically designed for power-sharing (Issacharoff 2013). Comparative-historical
research investigating multiple consociational governments as well as governments representing other
power-sharing arrangement help scholars to further isolate and understand the effects of consociationalism
when compared to other systems of governance.
Conflicts of Interest: The author declares no conflict of interest.
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