
The Origins Of The Lebanese National Idea
1840-1920: A Journey Through History
Lebanon, a small country nestled in the Middle East, holds a rich tapestry of
history that has shaped its identity over the centuries. The origins of the
Lebanese national idea can be traced back to the period between 1840 and
1920, where a series of events and influences converged to give birth to a distinct
sense of national consciousness among the Lebanese people.

During this time, Lebanon was part of the Ottoman Empire, which had dominion
over vast territories across the Middle East. The Lebanese region, known as
Mount Lebanon, had a unique position within the empire as it enjoyed a certain
level of autonomy granted by the Ottomans. This autonomy allowed the
inhabitants of Mount Lebanon to develop a sense of self-governance and cultural
distinctiveness that laid the groundwork for the emergence of a national identity.

The Socio-Political Landscape

One of the key factors that contributed to the formation of the Lebanese national
idea was the socio-political landscape of the time. Mount Lebanon was a diverse
region, home to various religious and ethnic groups, including Maronite
Christians, Sunni and Shia Muslims, Druze, and other minorities. Despite their
differences, the people of Mount Lebanon shared a common history and
geography, which fostered a sense of belonging and unity.
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Furthermore, the rise of nationalism in Europe during the 19th century had a
profound impact on the region. The ideas of self-determination and cultural
identity filtered through the pages of newspapers, journals, and books, reaching
the intellectual elite of Mount Lebanon. These emerging nationalist ideas
resonated with the aspirations of the Lebanese people, fueling the desire for
independence and freedom.

The Influence of Intellectuals and Cultural Revival

The intellectual elite played a crucial role in shaping the Lebanese national idea.
Beirut, the capital of Mount Lebanon, became a vibrant hub of intellectual and
cultural activity during this period. Lebanese intellectuals, writers, and artists,
such as Butrus al-Bustani and Khalil Gibran, emerged as influential figures,
articulating the aspirations and dreams of the Lebanese people.

Moreover, the cultural revival that took place during this time further cemented the
Lebanese national identity. The establishment of schools, universities, and
cultural institutions created spaces for the preservation and promotion of
Lebanese heritage. The Lebanese language, literature, and traditions were
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celebrated, helping to foster a sense of shared heritage and pride among the
people.

Emergence of Sectarian Tensions

While the Lebanese national idea was gaining momentum, it was not without its
challenges. The diverse religious and ethnic makeup of the region often led to
sectarian tensions, as different groups sought to assert their own interests and
dominance. This dynamic strained the development of a unified national identity
and posed significant hurdles for the Lebanese people.

Nevertheless, the pivotal period between 1840 and 1920 marked a gradual shift
in the perception of identity among the Lebanese population. While religious and
sectarian affiliations remained important, a broader Lebanese identity began to
take shape, transcending the boundaries of individual communities.

External Influences

The geopolitical dynamics of the time also had a significant influence on the
formation of the Lebanese national idea. The decline of the Ottoman Empire and
the emergence of European powers as major players in the region created a
sense of uncertainty and unrest. This, in turn, propelled the Lebanese people to
seek a distinct identity and political autonomy, detached from the crumbling
empire.

Furthermore, World War I and the subsequent dismantling of the Ottoman Empire
opened up new possibilities for the Lebanese people. The post-war era presented
an opportunity for the self-determination of nations, which resonated strongly with
the aspirations of the Lebanese people. This period set the stage for the eventual
creation of Greater Lebanon in 1920, solidifying the Lebanese national idea.



The origins of the Lebanese national idea between 1840 and 1920 were marked
by a convergence of socio-political, cultural, and external influences. The unique
position of Mount Lebanon within the Ottoman Empire, the rise of nationalism, the
role of intellectuals, the revival of Lebanese culture, sectarian tensions, and
external geopolitical dynamics all played a vital role in shaping the nascent
Lebanese national identity.

Today, Lebanon continues to grapple with its identity and faces numerous
challenges on both domestic and international fronts. However, the origins of the
Lebanese national idea provide a glimpse into the resilience and determination of
a people striving for self-determination and unity amidst a complex and ever-
changing world.
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In this fascinating study, Carol Hakim presents a new and original narrative on the
origins of the Lebanese national idea. Hakim’s study reconsiders conventional
accounts that locate the origins of Lebanese nationalism in a distant legendary
past and then trace its evolution in a linear and gradual manner. She argues that
while some of the ideas and historical myths at the core of Lebanese nationalism
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appeared by the mid-nineteenth century, a coherent popular nationalist ideology
and movement emerged only with the establishment of the Lebanese state in
1920. Hakim reconstructs the complex process that led to the appearance of fluid
national ideals among members of the clerical and secular Lebanese elite, and
follows the fluctuations and variations of these ideals up until the establishment of
a Lebanese state. The book is an essential read for anyone interested in the
evolution of nationalism in the Middle East and beyond.
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