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ETHNICITY AND VALUES AMONG THE LEBANESE PUBLIC: FINDINGS FROM 

AVALUES SURVEY 

 

Mansoor Moaddel 

 

In the spring of 2008, Mansoor Moaddel, in collaboration with researchers in Lebanon—

Hilal Khashan, Political Science Professor of American University in Beirut, Johan Gärde from 

Ersta Sköndal University College/Sweden, and Jean Kors of the International Center for 

Organizational Development, Beirut, Lebanon—launched the first world values survey in 

Lebanon. The objective of this project was to understand the mass-level belief systems of the 

Lebanese public. The project was designed to provide a comprehensive measure of all major 

areas of human concerns from religion to politics, economics, culture, family, and inter-ethnic 

and international relations. This survey used a nationally representative sample of 3,039 adults 

from all sections of Lebanese society. The sample included 954 (31%) Shi’is, 753 (25%) Sunnis, 

198 (7%) Druze, 599 (20%) Maronites, 338 (11%) Orthodox, 149 (5%) Catholics, and 48 (2%) 

respondents belonging to other religions. It covered all six governorates in proportion to size—

960 (32%) from Beirut, 578 (19%) from Mount Lebanon, 621 (20%) from the North, 339 (11%) 

from Biqqa, and 539 (18%) from the South and Nabatieth. The interviews took approximately 50 

minutes to complete and were conducted face-to-face by Lebanese personnel in the respondents’ 

residences. The total number of completed interviews represented 86% of attempted 

observations. Data collection started in April 2008 and was completed at the end of September 

2008. Turbulent political and security situation in Lebanon in the spring and summer prolonged 

the survey period. 

The respondents had an average age of 33 years, 1,694 (55.7%) were male, and 998 

(32.8%) had a college degree. In terms of class, 55 (1.8%) of the respondents described 

themselves as members of the upper class, 847 (27.9%) upper middle class, 788 (25.9%) lower 

middle class, 683 (22.5%) working class, and 522 (17.2%) lower class. Only 1,597 (52.6%) 

indicated that they had jobs. 

In this report, the respondents are divided into four major groups: Shi’is, Sunnis, Druze, 

and Christians (consisting of Maronites, Roman Catholic, and Greek Orthodox). The 48 

respondents who had other religious affiliation are excluded from this report. 

 

Religion and Religiosity among the Lebanese Public 

Religious beliefs and values are important in the lives of the great majority of the 

Lebanese public. Between 96% and 98% of all respondents believed in God and in a human soul. 

A smaller percentage believed in life after death—90% of the Shi’is, 77% of the Sunnis, 91% of 

the Druze, and 82% of the Christians. Fully 92% of the Shi’is believed in hell, as did 89% of the 

Sunnis, 83% of the Druze, and 76% of the Christians. Similarly 94% of the Shi’is, 92% of the 

Sunnis, 87% of the Druze, and 85% of the Christians believed in heaven. About an equal number 

of the Shi’is (48%) and Christians (46%) reported that religion was very important in their lives. 

This figure was higher for the Sunnis (56%) and lower for the Druze (34%). 

In terms of participation in places of worship (i.e., a mosque or a church), there are 

variations among members of different religious groups. Respondents were asked “Apart from 

funerals, about how often do you go to a mosque/church these days?  

1.  More than once a week 

2. Once a week 
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3. Once a month 

4. Only on special holy days 

5. Once a year 

6. Rarely 

7. I do not go to mosque/church.” 

A much higher percentage of the Muslims (25% of the Shi’is, 21% of the Sunnis, and 

52% of the Druze) did not attend mosque than the Christians, among whom  only 7% did not 

attend church. On the other hand, a much higher percentage of the Shi’is (19%) and Sunnis 

(19%) than the Christians (8%) reported that they attended the place of worship more than once a 

week, except for the Druze who seemed to have little interest in attending mosques.  

The profile of mosque attendance for the Shi’is and Sunnis displays more cases in either 

extreme than that of church attendance for the Christians. That is, more Shi’is and Sunnis never 

attended mosques (25% and 21% respectively) or attended mosques more than once a week 

(19% and 26%, respectively) than the Christians attended churches (7% and 8% respectively). 

This fact is reflected in much larger standard deviations in mosque attendance for the Shi’is and 

the Sunnis (2.35 and 2.41) than in church attendance for the Christians (1.74). On average, 

church attendance among the Christians is much higher (4.63) than is mosque attendance among 

the Shi’is (3.81) and the Sunnis (4.37) (Table 1). 

We may speculate that this varying profile in mosque/church attendance is an indicator of 

varying intensity of cultural duality among the different religious groups in the country—that is, 

there is a wider cultural gap among the Shi’is and Sunnis than among the Christians. 

  

 

Feelings of Insecurity and Ethnic Relations 

Feelings of insecurity are quite high among all religious groups in Lebanon. Across the 

board, about 75% agreed that life in Lebanon these days is dangerous and unpredictable. This 

feeling, in conjunction with a historical tradition of sectarianism, has produced a strong sense of 

group solidarity and weak inter-group relations. To measure the level of inter-group trust, the 

survey asked respondents, “I am going to name a number of groups [the Shi’is, Sunnis, Druze, 

Maronites, Catholics, and Orthodox]. For each one, could you tell me how much trust, in 

general, you have in them: is it a great deal of trust, some trust, not very much trust or none at 

all?” The findings show that each religious group trusted its own kind much higher than other 

groups. Fully 70% of the Shi’is trusted other Shi’is a great deal, while only 16% trusted the 

Sunnis, 9% trusted the Druze, about 19% to 20% trusted the Maronites Greek Orthodox, and 
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Roma Catholics, a great deal. Likewise, 82% of the Sunnis trusted other Sunnis a great deal, but 

only 31% trusted the Shi’is, 23% the Druze, and about 29% to 30% the Maronites, Greek 

Orthodox, and Roman Catholics a great deal. Furthermore, 84% of the Druze trusted members of 

their own ethnic group a great deal, but trusted other group members much less; 29% the Shi’is, 

56% the Sunnis, and 9% to 10% the Maronites, Greek Orthodox, and Roman Catholics. Finally, 

57% of the Maronites trusted each other a great deal, while  17% of them reported that they 

trusted the Shi’is a great deal, 13% the Sunnis, 10% the Druze, 41% the Roman Catholics, and 

39% the Greek Orthodox. Among the Greek Orthodox there is a deviation from this pattern, as 

49% of them trusted the Catholics a great deal while 39% of them trusted the members of their 

own religious sect a great deal. Moreover, a higher percentage of them expressed a great deal of 

trust in the Shi’is (31%) than they did in the Maronites (23%). Only 14% and 9% of them had a 

great deal of trust in the Sunnis and Druze, respectively.  Finally, more Catholics trusted 

Catholics a great deal (41) than they did the Shi’is (10%), Sunnis (7%), Druze (6%), Maronites 

(27%) and Orthodox (32%) (Figure 1). 

 

 
 

Based on the level of in-group trust, we may conclude that solidarity among the Christian 

groups is much lower than it is among the Muslim groups. We should also note that during the 

survey period, the country was undergoing one of its worst political crises in recent decades, in 

which the Iranian-backed Hezbollah was in serious contention for political power with the 

Sunni-led Lebanese government. Naturally, this situation, which involved a brief period of 

armed confrontations between the Sunni and Shi’i militia, tended to generate high feelings of 

insecurity, which in turn promoted strong ethnic solidarity. 

Nonetheless, while members of the religious groups preferred to have their neighbors 

from the same group, Lebanese displayed little interest in religious segregation, as an 

overwhelming majority of the members of each group reported that it was acceptable having 

other groups as neighbors. The Shi’is were mentioned acceptable as neighbors by 98% of the 

Shi’is, 71% of the Sunnis, 91% of the Druze, and 70% of the Christians; the Sunnis by 84% of 
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the Shi’is, 98% of the Sunnis, 90% of the Druze, and 77% of the Christians; the Druze by 60% of 

the Shi’is, 74% of the Sunnis, 72% of the Druze, and 61% of the Christians; and the Christians 

by 88% of  theShi’is, 91% of the Sunnis, 92% of the Druze, and 96% of the Christians (Figure 

2). 

 

  
 

A comparison between Figure 1 and Figure 2 reveals an interesting fact about the nature 

of group relations in Lebanon. The Christians who expressed the lowest group solidarity as 

evidenced by their in-group trust in Figure 1, is, by contrast, the most popular group in Figure 2; 

they are mentioned acceptable as neighbor by 92% of the respondents, more than any other 

group. On the other hand, the Druze, who had the highest inter-ethnic trust in Figure 1, appeared 

to be the least popular among the Lebanese. Only 65% of the respondents mentioned them 

acceptable as neighbors, as is reported in Figure 2. 

 

Family, Societal Individualism and Gender Relations 

Family is a much more important institution than religious faith among Lebanese. While 

around 50% considered religious faith to be very important, between 80% and 86% of the 

respondents, depending on ethnicity, said that family is very important to them. 

There is also considerable support for individual choice among Lebanese. About 66% of the 

respondents said that independence is a favorable quality for children to have, while only 25% 

mentioned obedience. In terms of individual choice in the selection of a spouse, respondents 

were asked: “In your view, which of the following is the more important basis for marriage: 

(1) parental approval, (2) love?” A large majority of Lebanese preferred marriage based on love 

rather than parental approval, as 72% of the Shi’is, 64% of the Sunnis, 78% of the Druze, and 

80% of the Christians said that love was the basis for marriage. 

There are, however, differences in terms of attitudes toward gender equality between the 

Shi’is and Sunnis, on the one hand, and the Druze and Christians, on the other: 26% of the Shi’is 

and 23% of the Sunnis strongly agreed that in a tight job market, priority should be given to men 

over women, compared with 15% of the Druze and 17% of  the Christians. Similarly, 23% of the 

Shi’is and 30% of the Sunnis strongly agreed that men make better political leaders than women, 

compared to 11% of the Druze and 16% of the Christians. Finally, 16% of the Shi’is and 20% of  
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theSunnis believed that a wife must always obey her husband, but only 10% of the Druze and 

Christians thought so (Figure 3). Here, we may detect the effect of religion on attitudes toward 

gender relations as Lebanese Christians espoused a more egalitarian attitude toward women than 

did their Shi’i and Sunni compatriots. 

 

 
 

Political Attitudes and Identity 

Lebanese are in consensus on democracy, as 63% believed that having a democratic 

system is “very good, although the” percentage varies by ethnicity. Some Lebanese are also 

supportive of secular politics. That is, the percentage of the respondents who strongly agree that 

“Lebanon would be a better place if religion and politics are separated” is 38% for Shi’is, 36% 

for Sunnis, and 63% for the Druze and Christians. Support for secular politics is thus much 

higher among the Druze and Christians than it is among the Shi’is and Sunnis. On the other 

hand, there is very little support for a religious government. Less than seven percent of the Shi’is 

and Sunnis considered it to be “very good” to have an Islamic government where the religious 

authorities had absolute power (i.e., a government similar to Iran) or considered it to be “very 

important” for a good government to implement only the laws of the shari’a. Even a smaller 

percentage of the Christians believed in a Christian government
1
 where religious authorities have 

                                                
1
The format of this question was different for Muslim and Christian respondents: “I'm going to 

describe various types of political systems and ask what you think about each as a way of 

governing this country. For each one, would you say it is a very good, fairly good, fairly bad or 

very bad way of governing this country? a) For Muslim respondents: Having an Islamic 

government, where religious authorities have absolute power b) For Christian respondents: 

Having a Christian government, where religious authorities have absolute power.” 
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absolute power, or responded that a good government implements laws that are inspired by 

Christian values.
2
 The Druze had almost no interest in a religious government (Figure 4). 

The Shi’is’ weak support for an Iranian-style religious government or for the 

implementation of the shari’a as a characteristic of a good government is intriguing, particularly 

in light of their strong favorable attitudes toward Iranians. For example, 84% of the Shi’is would 

like to have Iranians as neighbors, as compared to 28% of the Sunnis, 20% of the Druze, and 

33% of is the Christians; and only 18% of  theShi’is believed that Iran had played a very 

negative role in their country’s recent political crisis. This figure was much higher among the 

members of the other three groups—78% of the Sunnis, 75% of the Druze, and 71% of the 

Christians reported that Iran played a very negative role (Table 2). And as will be discussed in 

the latter part of this report, even the supporters of the Hezbollah did not appear to strongly 

espouse the political ideology of the Islamic regime in Tehran (Figure 8). We may thus speculate 

that the feeling of solidarity with Iran among the Lebanese Shi’is is broadly cultural, political, 

and emotional rather than ideological. And as the Hezbollah becomes more fully integrated into 

Lebanese politics, its ties with the clerical regime will be weakened but will continue to remain 

strong with Iran in general. 

 

 
 

Lebanese feelings of national pride are to some extent affected by their religious 

background. The Sunnis and Shi’is have expressed a similar level of national pride (41% and 

44%, respectively). This figure is much lower for the Druze (24%), but higher for the Christians 

(48%). Their self-described conception of identity also varied to some extent among the different 

religious groups. Between 61% and 62% of the Shi’is and Sunnis described themselves as 

Lebanese above all. This figure was 96% for the Druze and 71% for the Christians. Religious 

                                                
2
The format of this question was different for Muslim and Christian respondents. “Now, I would 

like to know your views about a good government. How important is each of the following traits 

for a good government: very important, Important, Somewhat, important, least important, not 

important”? a) (For Muslim respondents): It should implement only the laws of the shari’a.  b) 

(For Christian respondents): It should adopt only the laws inspired by Christian values.” 
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identity is a distant second among Lebanese, as between 29% and 31% of the Shi’is and Sunnis 

described selves as Muslim above all, while just 3% and 22% of the Druze and Christians, 

respectively, recognized religious identity. Adherence to Arab identity is very low among the 

Shi’is and Sunnis (6% each) and almost nonexistent among the Druze and Christians (Figure 5). 

 

 
 

The Social Basis of Politics and Silent Liberals 

Considerable agreement among different sections of the Lebanese public on democracy, 

secular politics, individualism, and national identity naturally leads one to conclude that the 

public is highly supportive of modern and moderate politics. Yet, Lebanese politics has been 

marred by violence, extremism, and disregard for human life. Such a weak correspondence 

between the political values of the public and the reality of political violence in Lebanon requires 

explanation. 

For the Lebanese, a substantial part of Lebanon’s political problem is externally induced. 

A majority of the Lebanese public gives a “very negative” rating to the role of Iran, Syria, the 

US, and Israel in perpetuating political problems and violence in the country. And a substantial 

minority gives a very negative rating to France and Saudi Arabia as well. While it is true that 

foreign threats tend to generate national solidarity, the problem is that the Lebanese have 

expressed divergence of opinion on the role of some of these countries. On the role of Iran and 

Syria, they are divided between the Shi’is, on the one hand, and the Sunnis, Druze, and 

Christians, on the other. While between 18% and 39% of the Shi’is gave the two countries a very 

negative rating, between 71% and 78% of the other three groups rated these countries as very 

negative. On the other hand, 65% of Shi’is gave this negative rating to Saudi Arabia, while the 

members of the other three ethnicities provided negative ratings between 13% and 43% (Table 

2).  

We may thus speculate that this lack of consensus contributes to lowering inter-group 

trust and solidarity, contributing to inter-group political violence. 
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Table 2: Some people believe that Lebanon is experiencing considerable political problems 

and violence nowadays, and some of these problems are caused by foreign countries. In your 

opinion, how do you rate the role of the following countries in affecting these conditions in 

Lebanon? “1” means very negative and “5” means very positive. 

%mentioning “very negative” Shi'is Sunnis Druze Christians Total 

Iran 18 78 75 71 56 

Syria 39 77 71 71 62 

Saudi Arabia 65 19 13 43 42 

The United States 72 61 72 51 62 

Israel 89 93 89 82 87 

France 42 36 51 29 36 

 

Another factor contributing to political extremism may be the existing political parties. 

Respondents were presented a list of eighteen political parties and were asked “If there were 

national elections in the near future, which party on this list would you vote for?” The list of 

these parties includes: 

1. Armenian Revolutionary 

Federation 

2. Democratic Left  

3. Democratic Renewal  

4. El Marada Movement  

5. Free Patriotic Movement  

6. Free Shiite movement  

7. Future Movement  

8. Hezbollah  

9. Hope Movement or Amal 

Movement  

10. Islamic Group  

11. Lebanese Forces  

12. National Liberal Party  

13. North Metn (Murr) Bloc 

14. Phalanges Party  

15. Popular Bloc( Skaff Bloc)  

16. Progressive Socialist 

Party  

17. Syrian Social Nationalist 

Party  

18. Tripoli Bloc  

19. Other  

20. I am not going to vote 

 

The top five responses are presented in Table 3. According to this table, the largest group 

consists of those who were not going to vote (28%), followed by Hizbullah (16%), al-Tayyar al-

Watani al-Hurr (12%), al-Quwwat al-Lubnaniyya (11%), Tayyar al-Mustaqbal (10%), and the 

Amal movement (7%). In assessing the relationship between sociopolitical values and party 

politics, we have divided respondents into three broad categories: (1) those who said that they 

will vote for the Hizbullah (16%), (2) those who prefer other political parties (56%), and (3) 

those who have chosen not vote (28%).  

  

 Table 3: Political party and voting preference 

(%) 

Shi'i Sunni Druze Christian Total 

Al-Tayyar al-Watani al-Hurr 5 6 8 21 12 

Tayyar al-Mustaqbal 2 33 6 1 10 

Hizbullah 34 11 21 4 16 

Amal movement 15 2 5 4 7 

Al-Quwwat al-Lubnaniyya 5 7 0 21 11 

I am not going to vote 29 26 31 29 28 

Total 90 86 71 80 84 

Other political parties 10 14 29 20 16 
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Total 866 688 190 1,037 2,781 

 

Are there differences in the sociopolitical and cultural values between these three groups? 

Can we speak of the presence of a group of silent liberals in the country? To answer these 

questions, we first consider the attitudes of these three groups toward religion, favorable qualities 

for children, and individual choice in marriage.  According to Figure 6, there are differences in 

the value orientations of these groups on all these issues. That is, among no voters, 37% 

mentioned that “religion is very important;” 42% mentioned “religious faith,” 22% obedience, 

and 71% independence as favorable qualities for children, and 78% considered love as the basis 

for marriage. These figures for supporters of other political parties and Hezbollah supporters 

were 50% and 54%, 58% and 61%, 23% and 35%, 65% and 62%, and 72% and 69%, 

respectively. 

These figures thus show that people who choose not to vote tend to be less religious and 

more in favor of individuality and individual choice. On all these measures, Hezbollah voters are 

more conservative and non-voters more liberal than the other two groups. 

 
 

Likewise, in terms of attitudes toward gender equality, non-voters are more egalitarians 

than the other two groups.  Those who strongly agree that in a tight job market priority should be 

given to men over women, men make better political leaders than women do, and a wife must 

always obey her husband were 16%, 16%, and 11%, respectively. For the other two groups, these 

figures are 21% and 32%, 23% and 28%, and 15% and 16%, respectively. 
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There are also differences among the three groups on political values. While support for 

democracy is much lower among those who choose not to vote (57%) than among those who 

support other political parties (70%) and higher than among Hezbollah voters (48%), support for 

secular politics (those who strongly agree that Lebanon would be a better place if religion and 

politics are separated) and national identity (those describing themselves as Lebanese, above all) 

were much higher; 57% and 71%, respectively. These figures for the other two groups were 49% 

and 36%, and 69 and 54%, respectively. All three groups, however, expressed little support for a 

religious government under absolutist power of religious authorities (Figure 8). 

Finally, in terms of demographics, the Hezbollah supporters have less education than 

those belonging to the other two groups. That is, 71% of Hezbollah supporters did not have 

university education, compared to about 65% for the other two groups. Most Hezbollah 

supporters reported having lower incomes than the supporters of other groups, and were self-

described members of lower and working classes—that is 55% for Hezbollah supporters, 

compared to 36% of supporters of other political parties and 41% of no voters. 
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Given these differences in sociopolitical values between those who choose not to vote, on 

the one hand, and supporters of other political parties and Hezbollah supporters, we may 

cautiously conclude that there may be a fairly large homogeneous group among the Lebanese 

public who are both moderate and liberal [I don’t understand how a homogenous group can have 

both moderates and liberals…]. Yet, this group has chosen not participate in politics. In a sense, 

they constitute the silent liberals—if not a liberal majority. 

 

Religious Sectarianism, Morality, and Party Politics 

To assess the degree to which varying conceptions of morality are underpinning different 

religious groups and party politics, the respondents were presented with three different types of 

behavior—“stealing other people’s property,” “violence against other people,” and “premarital 

sex between boys and girls”—and asked to choose the one that was in their view most immoral. 

Table 3 summarizes the results. Accordingly, across the board “stealing” was considered the 

most immoral behavior for the largest number of respondents from each ethnic group; that is, for 

53% of the Shi’i, 42% of the Sunnis, 59% of the Druze, and 46% of the Christian. On “violence” 

and “premarital sex,” there were differences between the Shi’is and Sunnis, on the one hand, and 

the Druze and Christians, on the other. That is, an almost equal number of Shi’is, 23% versus 

24%, and of Sunnis, 30% versus 28%, considered violence and premarital sex as immoral, while 

these figures for the Druze were 27% and 13% and for the Christians 39% and 15%, 

respectively. In other words, while for the Shi’is and Sunnis, violence and premarital sex were on 

a par in terms of morality, for the Druze and Christians violence was more immoral than 

premarital sex. 
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Table 3: Below are three types of behavior. Which of the three is the most immoral 

behavior? 

Most immoral act (%) Shi'i Sunni Druze Christian Total 

Stealing other people's property 53 42 59 46 48 

Violence against other people 23 30 27 39 31 

Premarital sex between boys and girls 24 28 13 15 21 

Total 939 745 197 1,079 2,960 

 

If we reorganize the responses in terms of political party preference, a different 

distribution of immoral behaviors resulted. While the largest portion of respondents from all 

three groups still considered “stealing” to be the most immoral act, a smaller percentage of no 

voters (16%) considered premarital sex as the most immoral behavior, while 31% of Hezbollah 

supporters thought so. Again, this finings lend credence to the conclusion that those who do not 

vote tend to be socially liberal and Hezbollah supporters socially conservative (Table 4). 

  

Table 4: Below are three types of behavior. Which of the three is the most immoral behavior? 

Most immoral act (%) 
No voters 

Voted for 

other parties 

Noted for 

Hezbollah 
Total 

Stealing other people's property 57 45 52 49 

Violence against other people 27 36 17 30 

Premarital sex between boys and girls 16 19 31 20 

Total 806 1,548 450 2,804 

 


