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Abstract

Within the current discussions of Islam and democracy, the issue
of secularism has now become one of the most important themes.
Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the main
premise put forward by Islamic scholars in various forms has
been that secularism is atheistic and, therefore, incompatible with
Islam. This article investigates one Islamic debate on the issue of
secularism in order to find the root elements of the Muslim argu-
ment. In looking at the 1976-77 secularism debate in Lebanon we
argue that, like Lebanon, most Muslim scholars use the French
Revolution and its Jacobist views as the standard for understand-
ing secularism. Rather, the Lebanese context is better suited to
the eighteenth-century American context and its development of
a “religious secularism.” The conclusion here is that Lebanon
would be better off using eighteenth-century American rhetoric
in its social political discourse for a vision of its own future, and
that Muslim minority communities (primarily in the United
States) can recover the issues involved in the American secular
debates that saw secularism as “freedom for religion” in multi-
communal states rather than the enemy of religion.

The rise of political Islam within the past 30 years has produced evocative
Islamist criticisms of western systems of government. Much of the critical
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energy has been directed toward the nation-state system based upon vari-
ous western secularist models. Islamist responses to the current world order
are varied. Some Islamists reject the contemporary political international
nation-state system as jahiliyah." Others take a more moderate approach to
concepts of democracy and pluralism by arguing that shura and the
Shari‘ah are Islamic concepts that encompass and redefine many of the
modern western models of government.” However, the rejection of such
western secular nation-state structures come not only from radicals, those
who seek to overturn the status quo through violence, but also from mod-
erate Muslim thinkers working within existing governmental structures.
The antisecular discourse is not limited to Islamist positions, but is preva-
lent even among “progressive or liberal Muslims.™

Recently, such scholars as Esposito and Tamimi,* Tibi; and Zebiri®
have explored Muslim responses to secularism and the organization of the
modern secular nation-state system. Although responses to the western sec-
ular notion of separation of Church and State vary widely, these authors
show that most contemporary Islamic scholars repudiate the notion of sec-
ularism as being anti-Islamic. “Because of its western and perhaps
Christian associations, the word “secularism’ is a substantial obstacle for
Muslims.™” It is generally agreed that secularism is a western sociopolitical
concept created to solve particular western-Christian sociopolitical prob-
lems. The fact that God is formally removed from any political structure
becomes anathema.

In contrast, Muslim scholars have proposed alternate methods of orga-
nization for Muslim nations by exploring such classical terms as hall al-
islami, hukumah islamiyah, al-nizam al-islami, and the Shari’ah.’ The issue
involves both implementing an Islamic state and redefining the Islamic
community in a secularized society or a postmodern world. This paper
looks at one moderate Arab-Muslim response to secularism: the 1975-76
Lebanese secularism debate.

In the summer of 1975, as the civil war began to heat up, the Sunni
community became embroiled in a controversy regarding the call for estab-
lishing a secular state. This call began a political and religious dispute over
the society’s organization and foundation. The Sunni Mufti of Lebanon,
Hasan Khalid, responded to the debate by declaring that secularism would
lead only to “confusion and anarchy” as well as apostasy.” Muhammad
Mahdi Shams al-Din, vice president of the Supreme Shi‘ah Islamic
Council, publicly declared that secularism was a human innovation (bid>ah)
deserving of God’s curse."
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In a confessionally complicated society, and in a government organized
along the old Ottoman millet system, the idea of a civil government and a
state structure organized upon secular (atheistic) lines was (and still is) con-
sidered anathema by most Muslim leaders. The main issues raised in the
1975-76 debate cut right to the legitimacy of the Lebanese state: Was
Lebanon a society of individual citizens loyal to the state and its nonreli-
gious civil laws? Or, was Lebanon a conglomeration of different confes-
sional groups beholden to their own religious-communal laws and freedom
to follow those laws based upon the principle of religious freedom and
organized as a confederation?

This paper highlights a traditional Muslim response to secularism
through the 1975-76 Lebanese secularism debate: secularism is a western
Christian innovation and therefore anti-Islamic. In so doing, it provides a
unique historical context to such antisecular discourses as reviewed by
Esposito and Tamimi, Tibi, and Zebiri. The Lebanese context provides a con-
crete example of how Muslim understandings and perceptions of secularism
are often limited and selective. The traditional Lebanese Muslim argument
against secularism is shown to be a response to the French Revolution’s par-
ticular historical claims and the Jacobist view of citizenship, rather than the
social concept of the secularization of society in its many forms."

It also is argued that the issues of late twentieth-century Lebanon are
much more akin to the eighteenth-century American secular debate than to
the French experience. Given the confessional nature of the Lebanese state
and its structures, a secular model based upon multiplicity, as outlined by
the eighteenth-century American statesman and president James Madison,
might be a helpful model and vision for Muslim communities living in plu-
ralistic societies.

The French experience is a natural starting point for the Lebanese in
defining the secular nation-state system, given the important historical rela-
tion of France with Lebanon. Under the French Mandate, the Lebanese
experienced the attempt to introduce secular civil law, which would over-
turn each confession’s personal status laws. However, the development of
the idea of secularization as a sociological process in multicommunal states
was neglected in Lebanon’s 1975-76 discourse and in contemporary
Muslim discourse about secularism.” What of the separation of Church and
State in Muslim-minority states? Can the process of secularization, that is
the removal of a specific religious authority from political power, be a pos-
itive and freeing experience for Muslims in pluralistic contexts?* The
American debate is very germane here.
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Likewise, the Lebanese experience can be a fruitful addition to the
American Muslim discussion of secularism and its search for identity as a
minority in a secular state. Here we hold up William Shepard’s definition
of religious secularism as a model that might be acceptable to Muslim-
minority communities!* The Lebanese experience might be a helpful
avenue in the continuing development of American Muslim self-identity.
Can the American Muslim community look at the Lebanese Muslim con-
text and find a kernel of precedent for developing the identity of a specific
American Muslim Ummah?

Up to this point, secularism in multicommunal states has been a
neglected part of the Muslim conversation. It is not a category that fits into
either classical or medieval Islam, or even into the reform period (when
there was still an Islamic empire and caliph, even if in name only). We hope
to show that certain secular theories may give Muslim communities the
freedom to follow particular communal laws. By reviewing the Lebanese
secular debate of 1975-76, we argue that Lebanese Muslims had a limited
vision of secularism (that is, they understood secularism in only one form)
and that Lebanese society is de facto a secularist state as envisioned by the
theories put forward by Madison. By accepting Madison’s concept of com-
peting communal interests, Lebanese society might actually be able to con-
ceive of'itself as a “religious secular” state.'” This, I would argue, would be
a more realistic approach and vision for the Lebanese context and a helpful
model for other Muslim minority communities living in secularized soci-
eties, primarily in the United States.

The Lebanese Political System

Lebanon’s sociopolitical organization must be reviewed in order to appre-
ciate the important dilemma faced by its political leaders, specifically the
ulama, in responding to the call for secularism. Lebanon is a unique patch-
work of communities whose participation in the state structure was an issue
for the Lebanese ulama in the 1975 debate. Thus, it is important to grasp
the communal representation in the state’s apparatus to put the secularist
debate into context.

Lebanon has long been a refuge for confessional groups seeking soli-
tude or freedom from the domination of one religious body or another. The
Druze, Maronites, Shiah, and Armenians have sought refuge within Leba-
non’s geographical or social structure for either religious or political rea-
sons. Since there are 17 formally recognized confessional groups inhabit-



Grafton: The “Religious Secularism™ of Lebanon and the United States 35

ing a relatively small area, the possibility for social instability has produced
communal compromises for the purpose of coexistence.'” As various reli-
gious bodies cohabitated in villages next to one another, or in some cases
were mixed together in the same villages, interconfessional relations
became a necessity for the sake of economic and social well-being.
However, Lebanese politics is not just a matter of interconfessional politics,
but one of intraconfessional politics as well. Philip Khoury shows that
Lebanese politics is a mixture of familial, village, and economic issues. He
argues that confessional leaders derive their authority from religious bodies
and also from geographic, familial, and economic factors.” This stems from
the fact that Lebanese society has traditionally been feudal in nature.
Confessional leaders (za'im) dominated because they held landed property,
and local inhabitants, regardless of confession, were at the local feudal
lords’ mercy.

Under the early Ottoman system, local chieftains (Christian, Druze,
and Muslim) vied for the position of the local Ottoman pasha, which would
enable them to collect taxes and administer justice.” (Given these roots of
Lebanese society, the common description of the most recent civil war as a
Muslim-Christian conflict is erroneous, for it reduces confessional, social,
political, and economic issues to a simplistic label of interreligious war.)

By the nineteenth century, however, this feudal nature began to change
at least the access to positions of power, held by traditional landholding
families. In 1832, Ibrahim Pasha, son of the Egyptian ruler Muhammad
*Ali, invaded Lebanon and began a series of administrative reforms to con-
trol the complex sociopolitical system effectively. He organized a meclis
(council) “consisting of government officials, notables, merchants, and
other representatives from all the communities, Muslim and non-Muslim
alike.”™” The original purpose was to undercut traditional feudal lords by
including more leaders (communal, economic, and religious) in the deci-
sion-making process. In essence, the meclis had less power because of the
many people who threatened the feudal lords’ traditional authority. This
meclis system became a bedrock of sociopolitical organization that has
remained, in various forms, to the present day.

By 1840, Ibrahim was chased from Syria and the Ottomans sought to
retake control, Due to Maronite-Druze conflicts in 1840-41, the Ottomans
separated these two confessions administratively. Mount Lebanon was
organized into two districts (ga'im magamiyah). Each district was ruled by
an amir of the dominant confessional group: a Maronite amir in the north
and a Druze amir in the south. Both confessional rulers were beholden to the
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local Ottoman pasha residing in Sidon. This system was flawed, however, as
each district included a sizable minority without formal representation or
protection. Further unrest in the districts in 1845 led further modifications to
include more communal leaders. This time, a 12-member council comprised
of representatives from each major confession was organized to advise each
amir. Confessional representation in the government structures now became
a mainstay of the Lebanese sociopolitical organization.””

In 1860, a Maronite peasant revolt in the northern district again sparked
off Maronite-Druze fighting. Five western powers (Austria, Britain, France,
Prussia, and Russia), all vying with the Ottoman Empire for control of its
territories, saw a golden opportunity to gain some control within Ottoman
communities and force a dramatic change in Mount Lebanon’s political
organization. After lengthy and complicated negotiations, the Muslim
Ottoman pasha’s power and authority were replaced by a Christian
muta’ arrif (governor), who was to be a non-Maronite Ottoman citizen
directly responsible to the Porte and not beholden to any local pasha.

Confessional representation on some form of council was continued in
the mutasarrifiyah, as two institutions were established to serve as advisory
boards to the mutasarrif. According to the international agreement accepted
by the Ottoman Empire and the western powers, an Administrative Council
and a Higher Judicial Council would consist of members of the largest con-
fessional groups: Druze, Greek Orthodox, Greek Catholic, Maronite, Shi*ah,
and Sunni.”’ Each confessional representative or judge was chosen by his
respective community. By allowing each confession’s various civic institu-
tions to take part in electing their councils’ representatives, the traditional
Ztrama’ as well as the strong Maronite church remained involved in the
decision-making process. It seems that combining a strong central governor,
responsible directly to Istanbul, with confessional representatives provided
an agreeable governmental structure. There was some protest, however, for
the Maronites opposed equal confessional representation and demanded
proportional representation according to a census of Mount Lebanon. Being
the largest confessional community within the Mount, they pressured France
for a larger share of the interconfessional power structure.

In 1864, France proposed a revision to the system according to
Maronite demands over “proportional representation.” There was disagree-
ment, however, among the powers as to how the proportion would be set
up. Again, a difficult period of negotiation followed and each western
power and the Porte offered different schemes. Ultimately, it was agreed to
continue with the 12-member council and assign seats to proportional rep-
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resentation within the whole of Mount Lebanon. Under the final version,
the Maronites had four seats, the Druze three, the Greek Orthodox two, and
the Greek Catholic, Sunni, and Shi’ah one each.”” This system lasted from
1860 until the First World War, when the Ottomans abolished civil struc-
tures and proclaimed martial law. Throughout this 50-year period, Mount
Lebanon was one of the Ottoman Empire’s most efficient provinces.”

Under the Ottmoman millet system, each religious or ethnic commu-
nity retained its own religious law and communal structure. According to
this system, an individual was legally recognized by the Empire through
his or her belonging to a particular confessional group, not because he or
she was an individual citizen of the Empire. One became politically active
by being identified with a particular confessional group. The chief reli-
gious leader of each community became that community’s legally recog-
nized head and represented it to the caliph in Istanbul. For example, the
Maronite Patriarch was the officially recognized leader of the Maronite
community. As a result of this strong communal structure, the attempt to
introduce individual citizenship into Lebanon’s political and social realms
has been most difficult”* The nature of Lebanese politics is a matter of
sharing access to state power through confessional representation rather
than individual access to its resources.

Even after the fall of the Empire, this confessional structure continued
under the French Mandate (1921-46). It even held up to several French
attempts to introduce secular civil law that would have done away with
confessional laws. These attempts were thwarted by the ulama, the zu" ama’,
and particular confessional lawyers.

The government of Mandatory Lebanon, as determined by the 1926
constitution, was made up of representatives from the various confessions
who came together to work as the civil powers @l-sultan al-"ammah).
However, the ultimate authority was no longer the sultan in Istanbul, but the
French high commissioner in Beirut. When the Mandate ended, the high
commissioner’s authority was transferred to the president of Lebanon. In
independent Lebanon, the Lebanese government — its president, cabinet,
and chamber of deputies — determined the course of national and interna-
tional policy. These individuals were a mixture of representatives from all
17 confessions.

Alongside the central government, each confession continued to have
jurisdiction over its own community. Separate confessional courts gov-
emed by their own personal status laws (gawanin al-ahwal al-shakhsiyah)
existed alongside the central governmental organization. The Sunni Mufti
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of the Republic, the Shi‘ah President of the Supreme Shi ah Council, the
Druze Sheikh al-Akl, and the Maronite Patriarch, for example, all stood
before the civil powers as the formal heads of their individual confessions.
However, representatives from each confession were elected to serve in the
Chamber of Deputies as part of the civil powers.

Thus, while the religious leaders represent their respective confessions
to the civil powers, it is the individuals elected from those confessions who
form the civil structure. However, they do not act as formal representatives
of their particular community. Lebanon always has been a strange mixture
of civil and religious authority, confessional and national power. Its 1926
constitution was, in some ways, an attempt to form a modem nation-state by
combining individual citizenship and the millet system. This ambiguity has
never fully clarified the foundation of Lebanese political organization.

Article 7 states: “All Lebanese are equal under the law. They enjoy
equal civil and political rights and are equally subjected to the public
charges and duties, without distinction.”” This is contradicted to a degree,
however, by Article 95, which states: “As a provisional measure ... the sects
shall be equitably represented in public employment™ [emphasis mine].

By preserving confessional parity in public employment, individual
merit was subjected to fair communal representation according to a percent-
age of the general population. Affirmative action in government appoint-
ments was necessary to ensure confessional equality. As long as Article 95°s
provisional nature remains intact, however, Article 7 is de facto nullified.
Article 7 sets the legal boundaries for a modern nation-state based upon the
individual’s rights and responsibilities, whereas Article 95 recognizes the
confessional nature of Lebanese society. Article 95°s provisional nature was
intended to help develop a sense of individual citizenship in the hope that
Lebanese society would move from confessional republicanism to a state in
which political parties represented the individual. This did not happen. Thus,
removing Article 95°s provisional nature remains problematic.”

The Secular Debate

In 1945, secularizing the political structure became a prominent issue. The
impetus for the debate centered upon the Maronite Patriarch, who was being
accused of interfering in civil politics.”” This was not the first time the
Maronite Patriarch had interfered with the civil power structures of Lebanon.
In fact, there is a long history and tradition associated with the political activ-
ity of the Maronite Patriarchate in both confessional and national politics.”
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It is important to recognize that Muslim criticisms of the Patriarch’s
interference in Maronite politics were guided by their knowledge of the
French Jacobist experience of secularism. Muslims saw his political activ-
ity as the unnatural imposition of Christian ecclesiastical authority on mun-
dane matters. Their frame of reference was eighteenth-century France.
According to the Muslim view, Jesus™ injunction that the Church was not
an earthly institution (John 18:36), or at least an institution not to be
involved with political matters (Luke 20:25, Matthew 22:21), was proof
that the Church’s ecclesiastical leaders had overstepped their religious
authority. Thus, controversy over the Maronite Patriarch’s involvement in
politics colored their understanding of secularization. For the ulama, secu-
larism meant reducing religious authority in the communal and legal
realms, as opposed to secularizing civil society, which granted freedom of
religious forms and values.

The ulama also had to respond to the growth of nonconfessional polit-
ical parties. Secular political parties began gaining ground during the 1940s
and 1950s. Socialists or communists saw the confessional system as detri-
mental to the nation’s development, and religion as divisive to the forma-
tion of a Lebanese identity. The Lebanese Ba‘th Party, formally organized
in 1956, denounced the confessional system;’ while the Lebanese
Communist Party interpreted the 1958 conflict as the need for the “estab-
lishment of a democratic, parliamentary, bourgeois system in which public
liberties are guaranteed.”™ Other organizations, like the Syrian Social
Nationalist Party and the Popular Nasserite Organization, followed the
Arab nationalist trend of the time by arguing that Islam was primarily an
Arab social and cultural identity that supported the Arab nation (ummah
‘arabiyah).”' An important Lebanese political leader who toed this secular-
ist trend was Kamal Jumblatt, the Druze leader of the Progressive Socialist
Party and opponent of confessional electoral laws. Jumblatt would ulti-
mately spearhead the charge for a secular government during 1975-76 to
guarantee public liberties and to create space within a new National Pact for
the Druze. This secured his rise to political power.

Within the political context of growing socialist organizations, the
Sunni community was pressed into the secularism debate in 1975 as a
possible answer to problems of the confessional organization of Lebanese
government and society. In April 1975, civil war erupted as Maronites
and Palestinian commandos clashed. At first the war focused upon the
problems of Palestinian militia activity in Lebanon. Arab nationalist orga-
nizations rallied to the support of the Palestinians under the banner of
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Arab nationalism. They began to challenge the confessional system,
which kept the presidency of Lebanon in Maronite hands. Within a matter
of months, the war’s main issues centered upon the republic’s organiza-
tion. On the one hand, nationalists, Marxists, and minority confessions
began to criticize the system that kept the Sunnis and Maronites in key
governmental positions. The Maronites, on the other hand, already had
expressed their willingness to create some form of a secular system pri-
marily because they argued that Christianity was not a political religion.”

This put the Sunni community in a bind, for they originally had sup-
ported the Palestinians as representatives of the Muslim Ummah. Yet, as the
conflict developed and the confessional system which kept the Maronites
in power was attacked, the Sunnis recognized that the system that kept
them in power was being attacked as well. The conflict revealed that the
Sunnis, who once had been one of Lebanon’s dominant parties, actually
had little power to back up their claims. Thus, the full-blown national sec-
ularism debate began as an intra-Sunni issue.

The Lebanese Sunnis traditionally identified themselves as part of the
Islamic Ummabh’s cultural center under the Sunni caliphate’s authority. But
now, in the modern Lebanese state. they were merely one millet among oth-
ers with the highest office belonging to a Lebanese Maronite. Were their
loyalties part of the larger Islamic Ummah? Were they to identify them-
selves as Sunnis over and against the distinct identity of the Lebanese
Shi“ah and Druze? Or were they Lebanese who owed loyalty to the multi-
confessional state with a Christian president?” Both intemational and
domestic issues forced them to rethink their identity within a Lebanese state
that they had been instrumental in founding.

Husayn al-Qawatli, director general of Dar al-Ifta’, fired the debate’s
first volley. In response to the beginning of the civil war and questions
about the state’s foundations, he stated in August 1975:

The position of Islam is very clear on one point, namely that the true

Muslim cannot take a disinterested position vis-a-vis the state. As a result,

his position with regard to ruler and rule cannot be an indecisive one

which is content with half-solutions. Either the ruler is Muslim and the

rule Islamic, then he will be content with the state and support it; or the

ruler is non-Muslim and the rule non-Islamic, then he rejects it, opposes

it and works to abolish it, gently or forcibly, openly or secretly.®

The Islamic Association of Maqassed Graduates, the most prominent
and well-respected Sunni social organization, responded with its historic
declaration on November 21, which outlined its proposed reforms. The first
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one was to fix firmly in place the rule of equality among all Lebanese in
rights and duties so that the rights of the Lebanese citizen would be com-
plete, without any deficiency deriving from confessional affiliation.
All Lebanese are equal in rights and duties. Consequent on this, it is the
right of every Lebanese citizen to occupy any post in the Lebanese state

including those of the President of the Republic, President of the Chamber
and President of the Government.”

The statement argued on behalf of a strict interpretation of articles 12
and 95, which we outlined above. According to the association, Article 95
was originally a provisional article intended to be repealed. A strict inter-
pretation, then, would mean a definite timetable for ending communal rep-
resentation. The association understood Lebanese democracy to be based
upon individual citizenship, as opposed to representation through confes-
sional affiliation, and thus was calling for a confessionally free state.

In response to this statement, the Council of Ulama published its own
position. The ulama lamented the fact that the Association of Islamic
Magassed Graduates had been “dragged along behind the propagandists of
secularization.”™* They stated that secularism originated in seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century Europe, where the Church held influence and power over
European states. The development of rational philosophy (i.e., Positivism)
assailed many Christian doctrines and began to break the Church’s hold on
power and authority. The encouragement of individual rational thought by
Enlightenment philosophy subjected traditional Christian authority to
scrutiny. Positivistic philosophers began to see religion as a hindrance to
society’s development. Under the direction of Feuerbach and Lenin, secu-
larism ultimately “established an historical materialism which aimed at
destroying religion.”™ According to the ulama, European imperialists and
Orientalists intended to impose secularism upon Muslim lands to undermine
Muslim unity “no matter what their nationality,” isolate Muslims from their
Islamic heritage, and force Turkish secularism upon Muslims* In other
words, the colonial powers introduced secular systems to pacify the Muslim
community. Knowing that secular philosophy had destroyed the Church’s
power in Europe, it could also destroy Islamic civilization.

The premise of the council’s antisecular statement is worth underlining.
Contrary to al-Quwatli’s words, the council statement argues that Islam con-
cerns itself with “religious duties™ ("jbadat) and not government policy. In
fact, Islam in Lebanon deals with “rules of personal status” and “Muslims
are completely content with the application of Islamic rules in personal sta-
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tus.” Thus, the ulama viewed the call for complete secularization, which
they understood as adopting civil law in the areas of personal status, as an
attempt to destroy Islamic values and the religious courts’ authority.
Jumblatt responded to the council by issuing his Socialist Party’s man-
ifesto in May 1976. Defending his position on secularism, he asserted that:
Secularism attempts to do away with dual allegiance (to confessional
community first, and to nation second) to make room for establishing
allegiance — allegiance to the nation only ... it is also the operation of
transforming the culture of the society, moving it towards a culture built
on reason and science."

In August 1976, Hasan Khalid, mufti of the republic, finally responded
to the ongoing debate. In a letter to his Sunni constituency at the beginning
of Ramadan, Khalid pointed out that, in the spirit of Ramadan, the current
conflict was not a religious dispute but a political dispute based upon polit-
ical interests. He opposed the calls of some parties advocating secularism as
a way forward for the nation, stating: “Islam is neither Left nor Right in pol-
itics.” In other words, Islam is not about particular political platforms; rather,
it is religion that develops “mercy and compassion™ between members of a
society, not the eradication of religion in society.”

In an interview with the newspaper al-Safir on November 14, 1976,
Khalid claimed that there was no need to address the perceived problem of
religion, because the war was not a religious war. In fact, he stated, revealed
religion is a strong bond between devoted Christians and Muslims, espe-
cially Christian and Muslim Arabs, for it develops “love of country and
cooperation.”* It is the answer, not the problem. In another interview in
May 1978, he argued that secularism poses a problem to the expression of
religious freedom for Muslims. Thus, the confessional order (al-nizam al-
ta’ifi) is necessary for the continued education and teaching of Islamic prin-
ciples in matters of personal status:* He said that secularism, as a political
theory, does not work. It does not agree with the religious ethos or, more
specifically, with the Muslim need to abide by religious communal dictates.
A secular civil law would not allow such a freedom.

According to Khalid, secularism originated in western Aristotelian
thought. Although this philosophical system developed the respect of indi-
vidual freedom, it led to ““anarchy and confusion™ in society. The develop-
ment of secularism in post-revolutionary France was the result of the
intrusion of “the authority of the Church in the government, administration,
and education.™* In the United States, the development of secularism meant
“absolute [individual] freedom in all matters,” including ethical and moral
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issues. Interestingly, according to Khalid, this left a moral void in the public
sphere that has led to the appearance of “Jewish authority,” what American
politics calls the “Jewish lobby.” In communist countries, secularism simply
opposed religion and religious believers.
Khalid would later state, in response to the meeting of Lebanese polit-
ical leaders in Lausane in 1984, that:
The problem in Lebanon ... is not a matter of Islam or Christianity inter-
fering in politics, as the Church had done in Europe before the Renais-
sance, but of Lebanese politicians meddling in religious affairs.”

Contrary to the arguments put forward by Islamists in the mid-1980s,
who also decried the secular proposition, Khalid argued that maintaining
Lebanon’s multiconfessional system was not only the just and fair way
through the current conflict, but also that it was consistent with Islamic pre-
cepts. Quoting the Qur’an (18:29), he underlined the freedom of individual
belief within Islam: “Say: “The Truth is from your Lord.” Let him who will,
believe, and let him who will, reject (it).”

The Islamic organization of society cannot be forced or imposed.
Khalid saw the adoption of Islamic principles and precepts guided by the
Shari‘ah as the basis of personal piety leading to communal organization,
not as the blueprint for a government structure:

This piety, in the view of Islam, yields perfect knowledge in belief and the

principles of the Shari‘ah is unparalleled in lifting to God devotion ...

[and] is committed to ensure with charity and knowledge and good under-

standing among people, to human coexistence ... which leads them to God
the Almighty.*

Each confession should be free to operate under its own communal
laws, provided that they do not interfere with state security. Khalid saw
his exposition of Islamic principles within the realm of personal status
laws as the answer to other options put forward by secularists, Maronites,
and Islamists.” Thus, his view of Islam anathematized a completely sec-
ular state for its failure to allow Muslims to follow their faith, which was
based upon their particular communal laws. It also shied away from any
political Islam, arguing that the Shari'ah establishes the parameters for
personal piety, and that the community is built upon the principles of indi-
vidual piety.

Subhi Salih, deputy of the Supreme Islamic Shari’ah Council and the
Legislative Council, contributed to the debate in a May 1976 article entitled:
“Secularism: A Philosophical Concept or an Intellectual Revolution?”* The
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article had two aims: to define secularism in its past and present historical
context (its roots in western society and its current hold on Lebanon’s polit-
ical landscape) and to defend the concept of national unity under a democ-
ratic system that recognizes religion’s authority.

Like Khalid, Salih understood that western secular philosophers were
responding to the Church’s power and authority, which had crept into pol-
itics during the Middle Ages. He argued that politics did not concern the
Church in the first place. According to traditional Muslim thought,
Christian scripture itself provided for the separation of Church and State.
Jesus stated: “Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the emper-
or’s, and to God the things that are God’s.”™ Thus, secularism developed
because of the clergy’s interference in politics — areas that were outside
their jurisdiction. Their assertive power upset the balance of society. In con-
trast, western philosophers never adopted a negative attitude toward the
message of Islam, which they saw as synchronizing the spiritual with the
temporal, and corporal realities with spiritual needs. Enlightenment
thinkers viewed Islam as a rational religion that could meet the needs of the
modern period, for it dispensed with Church, clericalism, and clergy, and
also prevented controlling people in the name of religion.”

Two important implications result from Salih’s argument. First, there is
no need for a separate religious institution within the state to enforce Islamic
precepts, because such matters do not pertain to state institutions. Second,
Islam has a great deal to say about social organization, but not necessarily
political structures. Whereas the western Christian world functioned within
two realms (Church and State), Islam provided principles by which society
lived. Like Khalid, he does not seem to be concerned about the limits of the
Sunni legists” jurisdiction within personal status law. These ulama func-
tioned as a body to advise the Sunni community in matters of communal
laws, not of political power. However, Salih does not address the inevitable
problem of conflicting principles between confession and state.

He goes on to say that once the French state had overthrown the author-
ity of the Church and the clergy, it was free to pursue an “objective ratio-
nalism.” Salih reports that the secularists argued that once they were free
from Church authority, they would be able to provide structures and ideas
based upon human reason and rationality, and thus completely neutral
toward religion. Once the corrupt Church was removed from any vestige of
civil power, society could develop freely, no longer afraid of excommuni-
cation. In fact, Salih stated that such a belief was a “hypocritical notion of
‘neutralism.’” Philosophers attacked religion rather than drew from it. In
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the end. their main concern was not to develop a sound philosophical struc-
ture, but to attack the Church and remove its authority. The reality of the
secularists” attempt to remove the Church from power was the main impe-
tus for this philosophy’s development.

Salih uses this historical example as a lesson from which Lebanon
could leam. In the contemporary period, one cannot “pretend” to remain
neutral to religion, especially in a sectarian country like Lebanon.
Therefore, the answer to secularism and a state religious law is by:

... abolishing political sectarianism and establishing a modern democratic

state on firm foundations of science, intellect, respect for the value of the

individual and the dignity of Man, justice, equality, full rights and liber-

ties and a country of sects, tribes and factions into a country with one

united people.

By arguing for such a democratic state, Salih believed that individuals
would be free to practice their faith within the confines of their confession.
This concept could work in a multiconfessional state as long as all religious
laws or beliefs were confined to the status of communal or personal rights
and were not enacted as civil law. However, his conclusion was actually no
different from the arguments put forward by the secularist philosophers he
denounced. The Enlightenment philosophers argued that reducing religion
to the private sector would help one become more moral and rational, and
that this would establish *“a democratic state on firm foundations of science,
intellect, respect for the value of the individual and the dignity of man.”

Salih desired the same type of (moral and rational) state, but used a con-
trary method. He disregarded the secular approach, because he believed its
ulterior motive was to destroy religion’s power, not to free the individual
from the shackles of a corrupt religious institution. That the Enlightenment’s
philosophical foundations began as a conspiracy to undermine the Church is
anachronistic. It certainly did affect the Church’s political power, but that is
merely one of the results of the total philosophical worldview produced by
the Enlightenment. It was not the cause, only one effect.

According to Salih, only individuals practicing their faith and respect-
ing others’ faiths, and not a secularist system, will allow a multiconfession-
al state to survive. Instituting a secular state would lead to subjugating the
individual or religious community to another tyrannical institution: the state.
The difference for Salih was that individual Muslim piety naturally involved
communal organization and social laws: “We cling to the practical import of
secularism [that is, the freedom to pursue religion] and reject its formal label
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[that is, its anti-religious origin].”** Again, however, he does not address the
inevitable issue of conflicting religious principles between confessions.

Muhammad Mahdi Shams al-Din, vice president of the Supreme
Islamic Shi*ah Council, provided the most detailed scholarly response to
the secularism controversy. In February 1977, he published several articles
in al-Safir that were collected and expanded upon in a later work entitled
"Almaniyah. Like Salih’s article, the book attempted to show secularism’s
roots in the West and within Arab society, but in a much more detailed man-
ner. His ultimate goal was to advocate a method of rebuilding Lebanese
society based on the confessional framework (a/-nizam al-ta’ifi). On the
contrary, secularism is a human innovation [bid"ah] that deserves God’s
curse.”

The first part of “Almaniyah. a review of secularism’s western and
Christian origins, reveals many assumptions about the relationship between
western governments and Christian authority. Both concepts are used syn-
onymously, and there is no exploration or mention of specific Christian
political theories or negative Christian responses toward the secular state.
This demonstrates a faulty grasp of the complex relationship between reli-
gious societies and individual western states — especially the United States.
What is ironic is that such complexities are themselves an important part of
the Lebanese social-civil system.

Shams al-Din juxtaposes Church—State relations with answers put for-
ward by Islam on the issue of religion and political power. In contrast to the
French Revolution, which was a struggle between the priesthood and secu-
lar statesmen, Shams al-Din argues that Muslim scholars are not separate
from the political powers — they just provide a different “function™ (majal
al-wazifah), not a separate order. Whereas the priesthood stood for the old
order and the status quo of power, which the secular state replaced, the
fugaha’ stand for “the cause of the people’s general interest and their
rights.”* This is a prominent Shi’ah clerical viewpoint, for the Shi‘ah cler-
ical establishment had long prided itself on remaining untainted by corrupt
politics.

The book’s most pertinent section deals with Shams al-Din’s opposition
to a Lebanese secular state. He writes that a secular state derives its author-
ity directly from individual citizens and does not recognize the role of reli-
gion in society. He states that the Lebanese political system, on the one hand,
recognizes no official religion but, on the other hand, is made up of various
sects deriving their authority from religious laws. As Lebanon is a “state of
believers™ (dawlat al-mu’minin).” its government consists of representatives



Grafton: The “Religious Secularism™ of Lebanon and the United States 47

reflecting different confessional beliefs. Shams al-Din elicits constitutional
support for his ideas by stating that Article 9, which guarantees “absolute lib-
erty of conscience,” has its origins in the Hatti Humayun of 1858%:
Liberty of conscience is absolute. By rendering homage to the Almighty,
the state respects all creeds and guarantees and protects their free exercise
as long as they do not interfere with public order. It also guarantees to
individuals, whatever their religious allegiance, respect of their personal
status and religious interests.”’

Shams al-Din asserts that contrary to the secular state, which does not
recognize religion’s authority, the Lebanese citizen’s loyalty rests upon con-
fessional laws that function as personal (or, more appropriately, communal)
status laws. Thus, the basis of citizenship is an individual’s participation
within his or her confession. Here, Shams al-Din accepts the Islamic cate -
gorization of individuals within the state as understood through the millet
system. Whereas secularism infringes upon the human desire for religion,
the Lebanese system leads to a “path of cooperation™ among the various reli-
gions.™ Citing the constitution again, Shams al-Din states that articles 9 and
12 provide for the protection and equal participation of all citizens regard-
less of confessional affiliation. Thus their freedom to pursue religion is pro-
tected. The constitution defends the maintenance of religious personal status
laws as opposed to secular civil laws.

What stands out in Shams al-Din’s work is his drive to maintain the
Lebanese government’s confessional structure and to rationalize the neces-
sity of personal status laws “which do not possess political or economic
connotations.”™ According to him, Sunni personal status law does not, by
nature, affect the country’s macro-development. Fully implementing the
Lebanese constitution to the letter of the law would affirm and guarantee
confessional parity and individual rights, not only between Christians and
Muslims but between Sunnis and Shi’ahs as well. Like Salih, however, he
does not address the issue of competing communal claims.

The 1975-76 secularism debate was never completely resolved.
President Franjiyya’'s resignation and Elias Sarkis’ election, and more
importantly the Syrian invasion in the summer of 1976, ended the possibil-
ity of any real radical ideological reorganization of the state. In addition,
Kamal Jumblatt’s assassination in 1977 was a severe blow to the socialist
political platform. Following Jumblatt’s death, most of the socialist-based
political groups and militias began to lose their power and authority in the
war due to the absence of a central leader and attrition. Eventually they fiz-
zled out as major players. It would not be until after the 1979 Iranian



48 The American Journal of Islamic Social Sciences 19:3

Revolution and the 1982 Israeli invasion that another radical ideological
system for the state, the Islamist perspective, would be posited. In the end,
even the Islamist platforms of Hizballah and Islamic Amal would be swal-
lowed up by the confessional system.

The fact that the secular debate was never settled fully, even after the
1989 Ta’if Accord, and in light of a reconstructed Lebanon, shows a dichoto-
my between confessionalism and secularization, between the desire for con-
fessional and national identity, and between confessional personal status
laws and the “secularization of state and society.”™" This ambivalence has
been noted in several sociological studies both during and after the civil
war."" I would contend that such a view is the result of focusing exclusively
upon secularism, in the Jacobist sense of eradicating all vestiges of religion
in the public realm, rather than secularizing society and removing any par-
ticular religious power from all aspects of the state.

It is important to note in the responses to the secularist controversy, that
Khalid, Salih, and Shams al-Din offered no developed arguments for an
[slamist position of the state. They argued, on one hand, that secularism as
a western concept is irrelevant to the Islamic context because Islam has no
clergy. On the other hand, they showed the inclination to develop ideas of
maintaining a religious state in areas of personal status rather than devel-
oping ideas of an Islamic state. It was not until after the 1982 Israeli inva-
sion and the Islamist response (i.e., Hizballah and Islamic Jihad) advocat-
ing an [slamic state that they addressed the issues of an Islamic state. After
1982, Shams al-Din rereleased "Almaniyah with a section developing the
concept of shura (consultation). This response to the Islamist perspective
argued that the concept of consultation forbids the forced implementation
of one form of government, even if it is an Islamic one. Following the sec-
ond round of national reconciliation talks in Lausanne in 1984, Shams al-
Din offered an idea of a democratic society built upon the:

balance among the communities and groups ... based on proper one-man

one-vote democracy, not on the democracy of sects ... popular democracy,

based on the equality of individual citizens, an equality both of rights and
obligations.”

In 1985, he published a pamphlet entitled “The System of Democratic
Pluralism Based on the Principle of Consultation™ ( Niam al-Dimugratiyah
al-"Adadiyah al-Qa’imah "ala Mabda’ al-Shura), in which he argued that
the “country’s political community is composed not of individual citizens
but of sects. It is the sect through which a citizen exercises his rights.”™ He
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also published a second edition of Dirasah wa Mawqif fi al-Din wa al-
Siyasah wa al-Mujtama’ in 1990, introducing the concept of “adadiyah
[pluralism] after models of an Islamic state were posited.” We now turn to
this concept of pluralism.

The Lebanese scholars reviewed here rejected secularism because they
understood it in its Jacobist sense — the complete eradication of all religion
from the public sphere. These ulama, like other contemporary Muslim
scholars, see secularism in this narrow definition. However, what has been
overlooked in the Lebanese context is the practical application of “religious
secularism,” which allows for religion in the public sphere but prohibits the
domination of one confession by another within state institutions.

[ argue that the Lebanese pluralistic context can benefit by looking into
the eighteenth-century American secularist debates. Likewise, the American
Muslim community can use the Lebanese experience as a model in its strug-
gle for identity in a secular state. The Lebanese pluralist experience of “reli-
gious secularism™ can provide authenticity to the contemporary American
pluralist experience. Madison’s concept of the secular state provides a more
appropriate interpretation of the Lebanese context and a blueprint for
Lebanese Muslims than the French models, as well as for other Muslim
minority communities, particularly Muslims in the United States. The devel-
opment of American secular political thought in the eighteenth century has
a great deal to offer Lebanon’s continuing struggle to respond to secularism.
Likewise, the Lebanese experience and debate can shed light on the con-
temporary American Muslim experience of trying to develop an identity in
a secular state. In order to understand this relationship, we first need to look
carefully at the discussions leading up to the establishment of the American
civil state enshrined in the constitution’s first amendment.

James Madison’s “Disestablishment Clause”

The American constitution’s “Establishment Clause,” cited in the First
Amendment, is the foundation for contemporary secular arguments regard-
ing the separation of Church and State. It declares: “Congress shall make
no law respecting an establishment of religion ...”

In contemporary American discourse, this clause is seen as the genius of
the western secular nation-state system. However, its origins are more akin to
the Lebanese context than to the French philosophical school that led to the
French Revolution and a completely laicized modern nation-state system.
Eighteenth-century American political thought struggled to develop a repub-
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lican system of government but did not seek to remove religion or religious
belief from its worldview. As Stephen Carter states: “The Establishment
Clause by its terms forbids the imposition of religious belief by the state, not
statements of religious belief in the course of public dialogue.”
In response to his visit to America in 1835, the French philosopher
Alex de Tocqueville stated that:
The Americans show by their practice that they feel the high necessity of
imparting morality to democratic communities by means of religion.
What they think of themselves in this respect is a truth of which every
democratic nation ought to be thoroughly persuaded.*®

Tocqueville saw religion as providing a moral foundation for society.
The commonality between twentieth-century Lebanese society and eigh-
teenth-century American society was the assumption that religion provided
the moral and ethical basis for civil society, and ultimately for communal
laws. (Hasan Khalid made a similar argument about Lebanon in 1976.)
However, the question in American society has never been whether elected
officials are religious individuals or not, but in what way does the state
advance or “establish™ the specific religious laws of those elected officials.
In the American system, representatives are elected not as confessional rep-
resentatives but as civil representatives, whereas in Lebanon representa-
tives are elected because of their confessional affiliation.

Thus Lebanese religious leaders and representatives are free to con-
verse in civil society according to their religious beliefs for they represent
a specific community’s beliefs to the civil government. What is at issue in
the Establishment Clause, however, is prohibiting the state’s endorsement
of a particular denomination that might be advanced by a particular repre-
sentative. Certainly the waters become murky once an elected official
begins to argue for a particular public policy based upon a confessional per-
spective. This is the same ambiguity faced in Lebanon, where the civil
powers are representatives of confessional bodies. Tocqueville was correct
in his observations of American public officials when he stated:

If it be easy to see that it is more particularly important in democratic ages

that spiritual opinions should prevail, it is not easy to say by what means

those who govern democratic nations may make them predominate.”

Here, Madison’s thought is essential to understanding American polit-
ical philosophy, for he originated the idea of the Establishment Clause.
Contrary to the French experience, which sought to remove religious
authority from all vestiges of civil society, Madison attempted to make pro-
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visos for the free participation of various denominational perspectives.
According to him, only by preserving multiple denominational views could
one party or community be prevented from dominating the others.

In 1789, while the First Amendment was being drafted, Madison sub-
mitted the following original draft of the clause:

The civil rights of none shall be abridged on account of religious belief or

worship, nor shall any national religion be established, nor shall the full

and equal rights of conscience be in any manner, or under any pretext
infringed

Madison’s intent was to legalize the acceptance and place of multiple
religious denominations within the American public sphere. Most impor-
tantly, he wanted to ensure that no denomination would be established as
the national religion, receive government support, tax, and champion its
specific confessional laws to a nation of individual citizens granted their
natural right to religious freedom. Although his draft was reworked and
edited throughout the legal process, leaving the current Establishment
Clause as stated above, his philosophy of disestablishing any one religious
denomination from the center of power won the day. According to Madison,
the state should be a government of representatives from various civil,
social, and religious communities all committed to the state with no one
view dominating.

These arguments are fully developed in his Federalist Papers, specifi-
cally numbers 10 (1787) and 51 (1788). In the first one, Madison describes
a society made up of various parties and interests, all of which politically
balance each other.

The smaller the society, the fewer probably will be the distinct parties and

interests composing it; the fewer the distinct parties and interests, the more

frequently will a majority be found of the same party; and the small num-

ber of individuals composing a majority, and the smaller the compass with-

in which they are placed, the more easily will they concert and execute their

plans of oppression. Extend the sphere and you take in a greater variety of

parties and interests; you make it less probable that a majority of the whole

will have a common motive to invade the rights of other citizens ....”

Madison seems to be describing both eighteenth-century America and
nineteenth-century Lebanon. From the inaugural establishment of Ibrahim
Pasha’s meclis system to the Ottoman Regelement of 1845, through the
mutasarrifiyah of 1860 to the promulgation of Article 93, there has been a
concerted effort to ensure the greater inclusion of the various confessions
within the governmental structure. This was not necessarily in order to
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ensure each confession’s representation and democratic voice, but rather to
create “‘a greater variety of parties™ that resulted in compromise. We see this
even today in Lebanon’s electoral laws, for citizens elect representatives
not only from their own confessions but also from other confessions in their
district. This ensures that candidates are acceptable to their own con-
stituency and to members of other confessions, and also weeds out radical
voices. However, it also breeds compromise to the extent of reducing the
government’s effectiveness.

Madison further developed this sense of “greater variety” in what he
ultimately called the “multiplicity of sects™ in the “Federalist, no. 51

It is of great importance in a republic not only to guard the society against

the oppression of its rulers, but to guard one part of the society against the

injustice of the other part. Different interests necessarily exist in different

classes of citizens. If a majority be united by a common interest, the rights

of the minority will be insecure. There are but two methods of providing

against this evil: the one by creating a will in the community independent

of the majority — that is, of the society itself; the other, by comprehending

in the society so many separate descriptions of citizens as will render an

unjust combination of a majority of the whole improbable, if not imprac-

ticable ...

Whilst all authority in it [the republic] will be derived from and depen-
dent on the society, the society itself will be broken into so many parts,
interests and classes of citizens, that the rights of individuals, or of the
minority, will be in little danger from interested combinations of the
majority. In a free government the security for civil rights must be the
same as that for religious rights. It consists in the one case in the multi-
plicity of interests and in the other in the multiplicity of sects.”

In contemporary America, the multiplicity of interests has shifted away
from the influence of religious confessions toward corporate business and
special interest groups. Lebanese society, however, remains based upon the
confessions” multiple interests. Shams al-Din’s description of Lebanon as a
dawlat al-mu’minin (a state of believers) is correct. We see the same line of
reasoning within Madison’s framework. Madison’s concepts of pluralism
within a secular state (that is, a state with no established denomination but
one responsive to the multiplicity of interests) may be a more helpful model
and vision for the Lebanese Muslim experience. Such a concept or vision
also may provide a method for understanding an Islamic system (al-nizam
al-islami) for specific Muslim minority communities whose host states may
either respect their communal laws or negotiate them within a civil struc-
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ture. Shepard has this in mind when he describes both “religious secular-
ism” and “moderate secularism,” which “is by no means inconsistent with
an appreciation of Islam as cultural heritage.™"

Conclusion

Lebanon’s ulama responded to the 1975-76 secularist debate by decry-
ing the possibility of society’s secular organization on the grounds that it
would destroy the Muslim community’s foundations. Their arguments were
rooted in the French secular experience. Yet the makeup of Lebanese soci-
ety is more analogous to the eighteenth-century American context than the
French experience. Given that there is already a discourse of identity present
in Lebanese society, developing Madison’s ideas of a “multiplicity of sects”
would be a helpful foundation and vision for any future Lebanese society.
Rather than seeing secularism as destroying religion, it could be seen as reli-
gion’s protector. The Lebanese system already is set up for such a concept —
it only needs to be defended and further defined by a different rhetoric.

A Lebanese Muslim discussion on religious secularism would be a
fruitful one for Muslim communities seeking identity in multiconfessional
states. It would be especially beneficial in the United States, where the
Muslim community might be able to develop its own indigenous American
Muslim identity as a full participant in the American civil forum. The next
step would be for the Muslim community to start discussing how personal
status law might fit into existing civil law, or how civil law might recognize
specific communal laws under certain circumstances, as it has done for
other minority religious and social groups. Perhaps revisiting the initial
debate regarding religious communities in eighteenth-century America
might be a helpful place to begin.
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