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Almost 9 years since the last elections were held, Lebanese citizens will 
be heading to the polls to vote for a new parliament on May 6, 2008. The last 
time parliamentary elections were held in Lebanon was in June 2009, and 
since then, much of the socio-political and economic landscape of Lebanon 
and the region have changed. Along with the 2011 Arab Spring, the civil war 
in Syria, the rising sectarian tensions in the region and the emerging of violent 
extremist groups, the Lebanese political establishment has failed to usher in 
any semblance of good governance, and the ‘March 14’ and ‘March 8’ divide 
which evoked so much passion in the mid-to-late 2000s, has become 
somewhat extinguished, leading to the emergence of several non-sectarian 
and non-traditional political movements. In addition, the upcoming elections 
will be governed by the new electoral law of proportional representation, 
which supposedly aims to improve the representation of the country’s 
different communities and to create opportunities for newcomers to enter 
parliament.  

It is within this context that emerges the importance of shedding light 
on the participation of young people in political life in general and in elections 
in particular, as voters and candidates. Needless to say that the young people 
are considered the human capital of the nation and that investing in them is 
investing in its future, and a prerequisite for reaching sustainable 
development goals. Acknowledging that the Arab and Lebanese youth have 
played a pivotal role during the past decade is not an overstatement; whether 
in Lebanon or other Arab countries affected by the Arab Spring, we are seeing 
an outpouring of young activists enjoying both the impetus and the vision to 
lead the cause for change. In Lebanon the youth-led civil activism ushered the 
way to protests against the government's inability to address a range of 



problems that start with electricity shortage and do not end with waste 
management and environmental pollution.   

In cooperation with the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung, Maison du Futur 
(MdF) held a workshop entitled "Challenges of the Youth in Lebanon: From 
Crisis to Opportunity", during which a political paper with the same title was 
presented by Jean-Pierre Katrib and Makram Rabah, followed with comments 
delivered by Journalist Racha al-Atrash and Ayman Mehanna, Director General 
of the Samir Kassir foundation. The workshop also showcased a presentation by 
Rabie al-Haber of a survey outcomes conducted by Statistics Lebanon on first-
time voters. The workshop was attended by a group of university students, with 
the presence of President Amin Gemayel and the Resident Representative of the 
Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung in Beirut, Mr. Malte Gayer. The workshop was 
moderated by journalist Nadim Koteich. 

In his inaugural address, President Amine Gemayel welcomed the 
attendees coming from the wide array of the country’s universities, and 
emphasized the importance of "political participation in general, being the 
proviso for democracy and a vibrant expression of the principles of popular 
sovereignty and citizenship”. He stated that youth political participation is now a 
hot topic owing to its association with a larger scheme, "that of reaching global 
modernity and building democracy". It is the real gateway to mobilize the 
resources of new generations and regenerate the nation’s political and social 
system, he added. Although young Lebanese are "politicized" and used as an 
effective tool for political mobilization, their impact on the decision-making 
process is lacking. President Gemayel attributed this to Lebanon’s sociological 
configuration and its political system, "both based on sectarianism and 
strengthen sub-affiliations at the expense of the more inclusive nationalism”. He 
stressed the importance of removing the blurred line between political activism 
and civil activism, the latter’s core mission being to act as a watchdog, holding 
institutions to account and promoting transparency and accountability. He also 
called on the Z generation to capitalize on the cross-sectarian elite that has 
emerged from within its own womb and transcends sects and religious groups. 
President Gemayel concluded by saying that this workshop aims to answer a 
number of questions about the youth's vision of the civil state and the state of 
right, and how to achieve them and achieve the change they seek by securing 
their participation in political life. 



 
In his speech, Mr. Malte Gayer stressed the importance of the cooperation 

between Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung and MdF, which is a platform for dialogue 
that has succeeded in attracting all parties and segments of society in Lebanon. 
He said that after more than eight years on the mandate of the current 
parliament, the forthcoming general elections will witness the participation of 
first-time voters. Gayer emphasized the impact those can have on the elections 
outcome in terms of their political affiliations, as they constitute 20% of the 
electorate. He pointed out the difficult conditions experienced by young 
Lebanese, whereas unemployment rate among them has reached a high 36%, 
amid the absence of any policy to create new employment opportunities that 
could ease their longing for stability. He added that so far, the participation of 
young people in politics was channeled through social media, "and this is a 
phenomenon we will shed light on", asserting the need for youth to leverage 
their ability to provide alternatives that challenge the status quo.  

 
Gayer emphasized that political participation is a long path, stressing the 

importance of mainstreaming youth in political parties which could foster youth 
engagement and pave the way for their involvement in the political life and give 
them access to influence. He asserted that youth could have an impact on 
political parties when they push leaders to see things through the eyes of young 
people. Finally, he spoke about the role played by the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung 
with its governmental and nongovernmental local partners in providing young 
people with leadership skills. 
 

Presenting the paper, Rabah said it may at first appear hostile to young 
people and negative, but its main purpose was to discern whether young people 
are playing an active and positive role in the political arena or not. He explained 
that the paper is not based on field studies but "rather on some observations and 
previous studies, and we were unable to find figures confirming or denying our 
finds”. "I was a student activist at the Lebanese University and the American 
University, where I served as president of the Student Council for two terms 
during a delicate time of Lebanon’s history, that is the aftermath of Prime 
Minister Rafik Hariri assassination" he said. He considered that the problem of 
young people in general lies in their refusal to learn from others’ experience, 
considering that their experience is distinct and special, and we often see them 



using the same outmoded and unsuitable means of confrontation. He added that 
Lebanese youth have a presence in political life mainly in the ranks of traditional 
political parties, yet their role remains negative. He noted that "all western young 
people we have met for experience exchange, are now in leadership positions in 
their country, whether in the state or in their parties." He stressed that "planting 
in barren land is not possible," adding that "the Lebanese political environment 
cannot produce any new elite," because of the prevailing culture based on the 
glorifying power. He believed that the change in Lebanon does not begin with 
the elections and does not end with it, as elections alone were no guarantee of 
change; we cannot reduce democracy to voting, and elections do not 
automatically foster democracy, elections  are merely a step in the process of 
change. He added that the generation Z should turn their vision into demands, 
criticizing attempts by civil society to play the role of political parties in terms of 
engaging youth, stressing on the one hand that no one can abolish the political 
parties, and on the other that civil society is dealing with young people as the 
parties deal with them, like subjects and not citizens. 
 

He referred to the results of the study conducted by Charles Harb at the 
American University of Beirut entitled “Describing the Lebanese Youth: A 
National and Psycho-Social Survey” (2009); according to Harb, Lebanese youth 
are a mirror of their society, sectarian and conservative. He added: “Broadly 
speaking, while an increasing number of people say that Lebanon’s sectarian 
system is no longer viable, the election results, opinion researches and popular 
rhetoric show that sectarianism is as vibrant as ever. He said that the paper is an 
invitation to dialogue and discussion and give some recommendations to escape 
this dead-end, in the hope that we bet on the Lebanese society as a whole and not 
just young people to achieve change. "I think this change is not expected to occur 
in the near future, not only because of the lack of youth political participation, 
but because of the Lebanese social configuration" he concluded. 
 

In his intervention, Katrib commented on the rise of civil activism 
witnessed in Lebanon starting 2015, noting that "what brought together all the 
parties was the disaster and not the vision." The paper’s recommendations 
provide ideas to be discussed, all of which contribute to the promotion of human 
rights as a cornerstone of any attempt to strengthen the capabilities of Lebanese 
youth.  



 
He outlined the recommendations of the paper as follows: 

Human Rights Culture as a Cornerstone 
 

Investing in a human rights culture should be a prerequisite; one that is 
premised on deeds rather than rhetoric. Current and upcoming political 
generations ought to treat “the other” based on his or her essence, which is our 
shared common humanity and not the accident of national origin, sex, race or 
political affiliation. Additionally, they should treat human rights from a 
universal, as opposed to a relativist, point of view. Adopting a selective 
approach in response to violations of rights and freedoms is a shortsighted 
reaction even if it serves a political agenda or undermines an opponent. What 
“works in favor of” today might “work against” tomorrow. It is a strategic 
imperative then to uphold a principled and universal posture on human rights 
issues.       
 

Issue-Based Politics, not Persona-Based Politics  
 

Endorsing a political program based on issues and not personas requires a 
differentiation between methodology and ideology. The former is a trait of 
participatory political systems and is governed by ideas servicing the public 
interest. The latter, ideology, is typically a by-product of oppressive regimes and 
is based on ulterior motives driven by self-continuity and/or personal settling of 
score. Youth activists from their various positions should strive to instill a culture 
that enables issue-based politics above all. Issues benefit the collective, and are 
methodically engineered and evidence-based. Persona-based politics on the other 
hand primarily favors the revered personality and plays into ideological tenets. 
 
Independent Political Activism or Civil Society, not Both 
 

Because of the current situation and their deception, young activists are 
putting the entire establishment in one basket, considering political practice a 
disgrace. Therefore, a majority of young activists today label themselves as “civil 
society” hoping to evade the stigma that has become synonymous with the terms 
“politics” and/or “politician”. In reality, they are more “independent political 



activists” than “civil society”, unless they chose to revoke political practice per se 
and remain active under grassroots and non-governmental organizations. But 
they cannot be both civil society and independent political activists as this will 
automatically invoke a conflict of interest and a contradiction in terms. Members 
of civil society organizations (CSOs) are watchdogs, and their role is to mainly 
monitor, question and hold accountable officials and executives in the public and 
private sectors. They cannot be public officials and watchdogs at once, as they 
simply cannot govern or legislate while at the same time monitoring themselves. 
Young activists should chart an independent path under each of these streams.  
 
Political Practice from Within and Without 
 

Engaging in political practice does not occur exclusively from inside the 
sphere of government nor from the outside alone. In maximizing impact and 
influence, young political leaders, particularly the independents among them, 
should pursue a long-term strategy of engaging incumbent officials from within 
the executive and legislative branches. This entails opening formal channels that 
enable them to properly inform and lobby as it relates to their causes. Their 
opposition needs to be issue-based, responsible and mature. Naming and 
shaming from the outside alone, while essential, is not enough. On the other 
hand, young activists folded under mainstream political parties should work 
from within their party structures to renew political discourse and modernize 
decision-making mechanisms.  
 
Political Practice as a Continuous Course of Action 
 

If the “Beirut Madinati” experience during the municipal elections of 
spring 2016 offers any lessons, it is that independent political activists should 
have the will and stamina to stay in it for the long haul. Political practice is not a 
prestige vehicle nor is it a seasonal undertaking. It requires steady determination 
and patience as essential virtues. Surfacing on electoral milestones, such as 
municipal elections, while submerging shortly after elections does not send the 
right message of credibility to a yearning constituency. Losing a municipal 
election does not mean losing a political battle. Elections as such are a means to 
an end and not the end itself. 
 
One Message, Various Messengers 



 
While Lebanon’s youth activists share the same set of concerns and agree 

on the pressure points they are facing, they diverge on how to best tackle them. 
The civil activism of summer 2015, triggered by the government’s 
mismanagement of trash collection, is a case in point; it failed because of basic 
operational truths wrong in terms of falling comply with a single message as it 
began to demand improved waste management and ended with the demand to 
bring down the regime. They should have benefited from the momentum on the 
street and the cross-communal mobilization and stick to the issue of trash as the 
main rallying cry, achieve a quick-win before capitalizing on this achievement to 
further other pressing issues. With this lack of a unifying message under which 
various voices can coalesce, Lebanon’s independent political activists have yet to 
prove that they are a real alternative to the country’s longstanding political elites 
and parties.  
 
A Coalition of the Willing  
 

Young political activists, independent or not, adhering to CSOs or political 
parties, are not alone in their work for the betterment of society. Early on, they 
should pursue coalition-building with like-minded counterparts on the local, 
regional and international levels alike. It is not enough to join forces over an idea. 
That idea needs to be developed into a program embodying a clearly detailed 
framework of action defining the roles and responsibilities of each.     
 

Commenting on the paper presentation, Koteich stressed the importance of 
broadcasting a single message, citing the success of the popular movement that 
followed the assassination of former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik Hariri and 
led to the emergence of the March 14 movement. This popular movement had 
one demand: The withdrawal of the Syrian army from Lebanon. Another 
example was Britain's VOTE LEAVE campaign ahead of the UK Brexit poll. 
However, he pointed to a loophole in this strategy which is the lack of 
sustainability as the activism is focused and linked to one demand.  On the other 
hand, he said that the Lebanese young people play a positive role within their 
political parties, citing the municipal elections of 2016, when the majority of the 
youth-base of the Future Movement voted for Beirut Madinati’s list, prompting 
the party to review its policies.  



 
Before giving the stage to the commentators, he wondered about the real 

meaning of youth. Does it refer only to the age or to a state of mind that reflects a 
continued vitality and ability to sort out new ideas regardless of the person age?  
 

Journalist Rasha al-Atrash praised the realism of the paper in terms of its 
well-balanced assessment of the Lebanese youth, acknowledging at the same 
time all the challenges they are facing and considering that any role they could 
play remains hindered by obstacles for political alternatives the current political 
still presents.  In addition, the paper also highlighted several drawbacks such as 
widespread sectarianism among youth and their tendency to make capital out of 
the prevailing quota system. She added that the outcomes of Harb’s study cited 
in the paper show that Lebanese youth are traditional, conservative and 
sectarian, more than our generation, i.e. the X generation. "Despite being 
portrayed as the generation that has most benefited from the global stability and 
job opportunities, along with being described as the generation that refused to 
grow up, we have witnessed the civil rights movement to enforce human rights, 
women rights and raise gender equality. We are the generation Z parents, but we 
are more independent and less sectarian than they are, more nationalistic and 
less dependent on sub-affiliations. How can we expect this generation to channel 
social and political change while being conservative and traditional; could they 
be at the same time the solution and the problem?”, she asked. 
 
  She furthered: "As for the paper’s recommendation suggesting for youth to 
adopt an in-state and out-state strategy while pushing for their demands, I 
would like to point out that young activists who fought under different banners, 
including civil marriage, marital rape, domestic violence, etc. ... tried to network 
with parliamentary blocs and their attempts have failed. "The parliament and the 
government are the product of the prevailing system, mirroring the political 
establishment and we know that when the source is damaged the product cannot 
be but detrimental, not to mention exploiting and distorting social problems, as it 
was done with the issue of the Nationality Law which denies Lebanese women 
the right to pass on their nationality to their children”. She concluded by saying, 
despite that Beirut Madinati has lost the municipal elections, hopes remain high 
as it succeeded to get its candidate to office in Beirut Order of Engineers polls. 



Beirut Madinati continues its role within the public sphere as an alternative 
platform and political voice of the protest movements. 
 

Ayman Muhanna took the stage and said: "I do not envy Rabah and Katrib 
for trying to shorten the challenges of the young people within a limited number 
of pages, admiring their ability to clearly identify the problems they face: weak 
political participation, the upper hand of sub-affiliations especially the sectarian 
one, and unsustainable activity within the public sphere”. He added: "I agree 
with them on the need to draw a line between civil society and political practice. 
The demand for policies comes from civil society, yet the presentation of policies 
is the mission of political parties. When demands outweigh offers, the price of 
democracy will rise”.   
 

He added that the study identified unemployment and extremism as the 
biggest challenges facing Arab youth in general. "This is true especially in 
Lebanon, where the economic system is unproductive and unable to absorb the 
new labor force by creating jobs. He explained that the economy in Lebanon is 
based on "exporting our human resources abroad and importing their earnings 
back," stressing that in order to break this circle, "we should encourage 
entrepreneurial spirit and self-employment as an alternative to full-time 
employment, in addition to embracing the digital economy which has lowered 
start-up costs." As for extremism, he said that the biggest problem is that the 
widespread extremism we are witnessing nowadays is not only a religious 
extremism but also an intellectual extremism. He concluded by stressing the 
need to reform the education sector and shift the learning process from merely 
conveying information and data to be memorized to building and enhancing 
critical thinking, in order to build up a high-quality human capital characterized 
by problem-solving, inquiry based, creative and cognitive skills; “here lies any 
serious endeavor to foster societal change”, he said. He pointed out that the 
patriarchal system in Lebanon is prevalent at home, at school, at municipalities, 
in the parliament and in the government, and the process of change is a 
comprehensive project that starts from the bottom, i.e. with the education”. 
 

President Gemayel had an intervention in which he said: “Allow me to 
address a message to the youth here present, a message that stems from a 
personal and realistic experience; as youth and students, you have a big role to 



play within the public sphere, one that you should not underestimate. I joined 
the Kataeb Party when I was 17 years old. I had the chance to participate in a 
pioneering experience when the party’s Students Department succeeded in 
launching a revolution from within the party and broke the collar of 
traditionalism. Here lies the secret of the party's survival so far. This revolution, 
which we have started as students, has developed into a mind-set within the 
party, constantly geared by an innovative spirit. What the Students Department 
did in the 1960s subjected the Kataeb Party to undergo a permanent self-review. 
Students are agents of change if they perceive themselves as such, and as youth, 
you are able to conduct change within your communities if you have faith, 
ambition and conviction. You should not underestimate yourselves”. 
 

Taking the stage, Rabie al-Haber said that the survey was conducted 
during the last two weeks (between March 15th, 2018 and April 2nd, 2018) on a 
sample of 1,200 young men and women (50/50) aged between 21-29 years old, 
whom are first-time voters. He added that the survey was conducted in all 
Lebanese governorates and covered all socio-economic groups; the survey 
margin of error is minus plus 2.83%; the targeted sample was balanced in terms 
of gender, age groups, professions, incomes, regions and communities. Its results 
showed the following: 
 
- Only 9% of the sample are affiliated to a political party. 
- The party leader-cult phenomenon ranked first in choosing their preferred 
party (28%), while the choice of only 25% is dictated by the party’s ideas and 
principles. 
- 76% of the sample said they will participate in the forthcoming general elections 
and 16% said they will not participate, while 8% are still not sure. 33% of those 
who said they will not participate in the elections attributed their position to a 
conviction that it will not lead to any change in the current situation as officials 
are corrupt. Among those who said they would participate, the Shiites ranked 
first with 88%, followed by Druzes 74%, then Sunnis 73% and Christians 69%. 
-Asked why you want to participate in the elections, 35% of the sample said 
because voting is a right, while only 7% cited the desire to yielding change. 
- Asked whether they thought the upcoming parliament would represent the 
voters better, 56% of the sample said yes and 29% said no, while 16% answered 



they don’t know. Among those who said yes, the results are as follows: Shiites: 
74%, Christians 57%, Druzes 42% and Sunnis 40%. 
- Candidates’ achievements ranked first in determining their electoral choice 
(34%), candidates’ political affiliations ranked second (18%), services provided to 
their region ranked third (17%), while candidates’ electoral programs garnered a 
mere 13%. Only 4% of the sample cited supporting young candidates. 
- 83% of the sample have already choose the list they will be voting for, 66% of 
them will elect their preferred party’s list, and surprisingly, only 6% will vote for 
civil society’s lists. 
- 88% of the sample said they would vote for their preferred party whatever its 
electoral alliances were; just 4% will switch their vote in that eventuality. 
- Asked whether they were willing to cast their preference vote for a candidate 
from another sect, 55% expressed their willingness, while 45% said they will not. 
- Asked how you influence politics as a citizen, 58% said by elections, while 24% 
considered that they don’t affect politics, and if they aspire to participate in 
public affairs, 89% said they don’t. 
- 47% of the sample expected the political situation to remain stagnant after the 
elections, while 44% expected that the balance of power and makeup of the 
representation of the main parties will likely be different. 
- 45% of the sample considered that the economic situation is the top problems in 
the country, 27% opted for corruption, while 90% of them considered that 
unemployment is the first problem facing young people, and only 2% mentioned 
political division. 
- Asked whether they considered themselves religious, 59% said they were 
somewhat religious, 27% not religious but believers and 14% very religious. 
- Overall, 62% of young people expressed optimism in their future, while only 
32% expressed their pessimism, and 6% did not answer.  
 

The results of the survey were consistent with the paper’s observations in 
terms of the predominance of sub-affiliations among youth, especially sectarian 
ones, over the national affiliation. Sects and their affiliated political parties play a 
prime role in shaping youth political identity and are viewed as the intermediary 
between citizens and the state at all levels of public and private life and a must-
use channel to obtain basic rights and services. The survey also showed that 
youth are traditional and lacked interest in public affairs. Their stances displayed 
a kind of affinity with their communities’ stances. Despite the high rate of those 



who among them have cited the political elite’s incompetence as the main reason 
behind their reluctance to participate in the elections and those who have 
considered corruption as the major problem the nation is facing, they did not 
show disenchantment with the well-established sectarian political system, but 
rather a kind of acquiescence, resignation and apathy. The general elections 
seemed for them nothing but a 4-year assessment of the size of sectarian 
communities and the balance of power among them, instead of a constructive 
competition of political programs. 13% only of the sample cited candidates’ 
electoral program as their electoral drive choice, which is considered detrimental 
for elections based on proportional representation. Although 47% of the 
respondents expected the political situation to remain the same after the 
elections, 62% expressed contentment and optimism in the future; this is a 
worrying stance, especially since it comes from young people whom one expect 
to foster change and ensure elite circulation . 
 
The workshop ended with a Q and A session: 
 
Q: The American University of Beirut: I believe that working within the 
framework of political parties is more efficient than working from outside this 
framework, because they provide a platform that could translate our interests 
into a policy agenda, influence decision making process and lead to change. You 
talked about the need to broadcast a unified message, to what extent can we 
encompass all the demands in one message? Don’t you see how much it will be 
difficult to unify the demands, especially those of young people?  On another 
vein, I believe that the paper missed a very important factor, that is the lack of 
political awareness and culture among youth; this lack was evidenced by the 
survey results.   
 
A: Rabah: I would like to clarify a basic point: We did not speak about a unified 
message, meaning unifying the demands of young people, but rather of one 
message, in the sense that any action should only focus on one issue to achieve 
gains in order to avoid being distracted by raising many issues at the same time. 
As for the importance of political parties, I completely agree with you as they are 
prime actors in the political life; they fulfill a vital intermediate role between 
citizens and the state, they nominate candidates to office, mobilize voters, serve 
as critical watchdogs for the public and provide citizens with a sense of 



participation and inclusion in the political arena. Political parties are necessary 
and their cadres work on a daily basis and participate in all the elections taking 
place in the country. As we want to enter the political arena, political parties 
remain the best course to take. 
 
Q: Kaslik University: Don’t you think that the elections lack the spirit of youth, 
especially since Lebanon's young men and women lack this spirit and follow 
traditions? 
 
A: Muhanna: I agree with you. The biggest absentee in the political discourse 
nowadays is the dream that embodies my vision of the country I aspire for; such 
a vision is the strongest electoral link between the candidate and the voter. I will 
elect whoever upholds a dream, and unfortunately, today dreams’ holders do 
not exist.  
 
Q: The Lebanese American University: Inspired by the title of the workshop, I 
would say that the biggest challenge facing youth today is the election law itself, 
and the political participation of youth is not better than the political 
participation of women. 97% of the youth do not trust the current parliament, 
and there is a lack of affinity between them and the deputies knowing that the 
average age of members of the parliament is 64 years. We count on the next 
parliament to lead the process of change while among the candidates there are 12 
of them aged between 80 and 90 years; will they be able to foster change? I agree 
with President Gemayel on the importance of students’ activism within political 
parties. In 2015 when all elections in the country were put off, the Students 
Department in the Kataeb party held successful elections. No matter how hard 
they tried to crack down on youth, the “pulse” would remain vibrant. 
 
Q: The Lebanese American University: The current political system is a 
sectarian quota system and prevents the participation of political parties. I 
believe that the quota system and the prevailing nepotism are the country’s main 
problem, and the new electoral law will produce the same political elite, 
especially with the grotesque constituencies’ division. A fundamental overhaul 
of the Lebanese system is the only way out of this deadlock. As for Hezbollah, its 
deserved hegemony was boosted by its achievements and gains.   
 



A: Rabah: I agree with those who said that it is impossible to hold proportional 
and sectarian elections at the same time. In the forthcoming elections, we will be 
in reality voting according to the so-called Orthodox law, while hindering voters’ 
freedom by denying them the right to cross-choosing candidates among several 
lists and limiting their choice to one of the competing lists. I would like to note 
that martyrs and fighters are only fuel for the wars, and unfortunately most of 
them have not yet reached the legal voting age. 
 
A: Koteich: Any Lebanese party is entitled to have claims, yet it should be honest 
to speak its mind out loud so all other parties know where they do stand. What 
Hezbollah wants is a one constituency with a veto power, gaining thus the upper 
hand over other stakeholders. I can understand Hezbollah’s goal in ushering a 
fundamental overhaul of the Lebanese system; what I cannot understand is 
Hezbollah’s strive to keep this agenda hidden. It should be clear that any project 
to abolish sectarianism based on demographic supremacy is sectarian. The 
regime in Lebanon is said to be consensual, but this is not true because any 
debate ends with Hezbollah imposition of its own agenda. 
 
Q: Sam Menassa, MdF Executive Director: I wish for the debate to be conducted 
within a less traditional and cliché framework. I would like therefore to address a 
question to our young audience: Who among you is disposed and willing to 
counter any role for religion and sects in public life?   
 
Q: al-Jinan University: I’m a first-time voter, and I truly believe that delivering 
services to citizens is at the heart of what most government agencies do, as 
receiving services is at the core of citizens’ rights. Provision of services should 
not be clientelistic. My question is on what basis youth should cast their votes in 
order to bring about change? By virtue of retaliation, we tend to disregard 
traditional parties’ candidates and turn instead to newcomers such as civil 
society’s candidates or the Sabaa Party’s candidates. How can we be sure of their 
ability to bring change? As my colleague mentioned, the big setback remains 
youth lack of political awareness. Rather than acting we merely react, while 
unable to discern good candidates from bad ones and who among them is best fit 
to lead the long-delayed change.  
 



Q: The Lebanese University: My question is for Mr. Menassa: How could we 
counter religion and sects’ role in public life with an electoral law that enhances 
sectarianism? How could I dream of a secular country while the established 
political system is sectarian and the mechanism recently endorsed to ensure 
power devolution is rigged to boost sectarianism?  
 
Q: Hassan Sino, candidate with “Kuluna Beirut” - Beirut, first constituency: I 
think that the pluralism chowed in today’s audience does not reflect the country. 
The state has an interest in keeping the status quo. You talked about political 
practice being a sustainable path that requires patience and assiduity, two virtues 
that youth lack. How can we establish a culture of patience among young 
people?   
 
A: Rabah: The political system in Lebanon is sectarian, and it is in the interest of 
the political elite to preserve it because it ensures their survival. Yet, I don’t 
believe that the problem lies only in politicians as the whole society is engulfed 
in sectarianism. Politicians are no strangers to this society; it shaped them.  In the 
study we have mentioned that Lebanon’s sociological configuration enhances 
sub-affiliations and that the ultimate identity remains sectarian. We are stuck in a 
vicious circle, that of who came first the chicken or the egg! How do we change, 
from top to bottom or from bottom to top? I think we have to go on both tracks at 
the same time, and I agree here with what Mr. Mehanna said about the 
importance of reforming the education sector.  
 
A: Katrib: We learn patience when we first learn how to work as a team and how 
to be citizens and not subjects. We learn patience when we learn the importance 
of planning and developing long-term public policies; hence the importance of 
networks that involve collaboration among government and nongovernmental 
officials, while keeping up with political activism. The young people play an 
important role in pushing for the modernization of political parties. Working in 
the political arena is an engagement, a continuous path where elections are just a 
means and not an end.  
 
Q: Mona Rahmeh, Director of the Social Institute at the Lebanese University: 
At the Social Institute, we are more in touch with people’s problems. I am aware 
that citizens bear responsibility for the deadlock we are facing, yet how can we 



ask a person to be ethical, patient or wait for reform programs and public 
policies, when dealing with a hospital refusal to admit his dying son? Our 
gridlock-mired political system and the impotence of our politicians are 
responsible for the detrimental situation we are in.  
 
Q: Mohamed Fattal: My question is addressed to President Gemayel: Will a law 
to lower the voting age be approved? 
 
A: President Gemayel: I emphasize what I previously said; if we remain 
dependent on others, we will not achieve any progress. Young people must 
assume responsibility in their respective fields and despite their different 
background, I do hope they will be able to develop a code of honor and reach a 
common scale of values that create a shared understanding of what democracy, 
citizenship or politics are. They should struggle together in order to modernize 
their political parties. As for the voting age, what we need in Lebanon is a 
comprehensive legislative reform that goes beyond voting age, but 
unfortunately, incumbent officials have a vested interest in maintaining the 
status quo. 
 
Q: The Lebanese University: Notwithstanding that turning 18 years old is a 
stepping-stone toward adulthood and legal responsibility, is it logic to continue 
denying 18-years-old the voting right? I believe that at 18 and before enrolling in 
universities, young people are less subjected to the influence of political parties 
and therefor more independent. 
 
A: Katrib: Reducing the voting age is undoubtedly a further step towards 
reform; however it is not a step that would de-facto lead to change. The problem 
lies in believing that change is always done from outside the political 
establishment and this perception is wrong. There is a gulf between the state and 
the citizens, yet considering anti-establishment movements or practices as being 
the sole vehicle of change is naïve. We ought to stop glorifying anti-
establishment tools while demonizing any attempt of working from within the 
establishment.  
 
Q: Saint Joseph University: The survey was conducted on a sample of 1,200 
young men and women. Is this sample representative?   



 
A – al-Haber: A sample of 1,200 in a country with a population of less than four 
million people is in the science of statistics beyond doubt. The results of the 
survey conclusively show how this age group of society thinks. 
 
Q: The Lebanese American University: I think that if anyone is to choose 
between his political party and his conscience, he should choose his conscience, 
and human rights are our conscience. Sectarianism is a curse on Lebanon, yet 
sectarian pluralism is a blessing. We need officials capable of solving our 
problems, and whatever our sectarian affiliation is, we face the same problems. 
My question is how can we eradicate the top to bottom rule?  
 
A: Katrib: The sanctity of human being lies in his mind and conscience; they 
allow him to discern between what is wrong and what is right. The political track 
is long and we may make mistakes, but we must recognize them and learn from 
them. In dealing with our leaders, especially in terms of reaching pre-set goals 
and implementing agendas, accountability is primordial. We should be able to 
hold them accountable for poor performance, ill practices, or failure to fulfill 
their duties.  
 
Q: The American University of Beirut: We rely on youth to lead a change while 
they lack of political awareness and culture. Saying that some of them are unable 
to name the President of the Republic or the Prime Minister is not an 
overstatement. I cannot emphasize enough the need to spread political 
awareness and political culture as a cornerstone for a proper engagement of 
youth in political life.  
 
A: al-Atrash: I think what is keeping the Lebanese young people from pursuing a 
political path or showing interest in public affairs is the common belief that the 
political arena is polluted and that the political practice is a disgrace. I agree with 
you that political awareness is missing, and here comes the role of political 
parties because they work on furthering this awareness. However, what I find 
worrisome is hearing one of your colleagues stating that youth lose their 
independence when subjected to political parties’ influence on campuses. The 
importance of university life goes beyond engaging with political parties. I don’t 
believe that youth lack of critical thinking, they do fail however in taking 



initiative and that is a scourge afflicting the Lebanese society as a whole. We 
always expect something to happen from outside our boarder to bring change, 
while falling into apathy.  
 
Q: The Lebanese University: The prevailing tendency among young activists is 
to avoid politicizing their movements. My question is to what extent authorities 
hold the reins of change?   
 
A: Katrib: Working in the civil space is not keen to taking a pain killer that 
would make our problems vanish. It is a constant and focused struggle, and 
assessing achievements depend on each case by itself. We had a time when we 
considered holding a meeting between a detainee and his family or reduce the 
number of slaps a detainee received to one, as big achievements. I do not want to 
paint a bleak picture; we have reached many goals, many electoral reforms have 
been adopted, the legislature is encouraging civil society to press its demands, 
and deputies have accepted its role as observer and whistleblower. 
 
Q: The Lebanese University: My question is addressed to Mr. Menassa and 
deals with the abolition of sectarianism. Lebanon is based on the existence of 
different sects. Don’t you think that the abolition of sectarianism could lead us to 
a more dangerous place? Despite our multiple sectarian affiliations, we as young 
people have the same problem and share several common denominators that 
could get us together. Sectarian affiliations do not prevent national cohesion.  
 
Q: al-Jinan University: Can we press the state to introduce political awareness to 
the school curricula in order to bridge antagonist views, mend political rifts and 
hinder the sectarian mobilization of young people? 
 
Q: The American University of Beirut: My question is about the relevance of 
youth engagement with political parties. Talking about the Lebanese political 
parties as if they were parties in the modern sense of the word is misleading; we 
all know that political parties in Lebanon are organized along sectarian lines and 
not ideological lines. On another vein, we are asking the young people to 
pressure the political parties to change their agendas and policies, while we are 
aware that these parties have time and again failed at developing any kind of 
policies or programs. Which party has produced economic, financial or social 
policies? We consider that political parties lie at the heart of politics and we rely 



on them as vehicle of change while they are just a product of a sectarian and 
traditional society. The second problem is that we are forced to vote in our 
hometowns, and therefore we re-produce the same political elite. 
 
A: Rabah: The Lebanese political parties are ideologically driven parties, and I 
agree with you that they do not fit into the modern form of political parties. The 
task ahead of us is hard, yet many modern movements have emerged from the 
womb of the traditional parties. We have to change from within. 
 
Q: The Lebanese University: You said that we cannot be at the same time 
whistleblower and politician. What about combining between being legislator 
and minister? 
 
A: Katrib: I agree that combining between the legislator post and the minister 
post is not desirable. 
 
A: Rabah: I do not think there is a problem in combining the two, but the person 
who does this should know when to change the hat. 
 
Q: al-Jinan University: We are facing a deadlock and the forthcoming elections 
will fail to be an opportunity to foster change. The electoral law is bad and does 
not allow for any newcomer, especially youth, to make a breach. 
 
At the conclusion of the workshop, President Gemayel said: “we are yesterday’s 
youth, you inherited a different Lebanon than that our parents have passed us. 
The importance of the paper we discussed today lies in its realism and 
pragmatism, and youth should understand the significance of political 
engagement as a national mandate and a long path often fraught by difficulties. 
You should have a solid will and avoid any self-blaming behavior. You can be 
vehicle for change, we have faith in you”.   

 


