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Reviving the Consociationalism vs. Centripetalism Debate as 

Alternative Power-Sharing Models for Post-War Syria 

 

 
Takla Al Katoul Al Rahbani 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 
This thesis seeks to explore a suitable power-sharing model for post-war Syria. It 

surveys the literature on the need for a power-sharing model as a conflict management 

tool in general and in Syria, the consociationalism vs. centripetalism debate, and the 

power-sharing models that scholars have suggested for the country. It also conducts a 

comparative case study of Lebanese and Iraqi power-sharing, looking into their 

successes and failures. in order to deduce policy lessons for Syria. Based on the case 

studies and the previous work of scholars, this study contends that only an “integrative” 

power-sharing model can help reach long-terms peace and stability in Syria. It thus 

proposes a first-step consociational power-sharing arrangement followed by the gradual 

time-bound introduction of centripetal elements. Such a model is expected to yield a 

“successful transition” out of post-war power-sharing into a third and ultimate model 

that is yet to be attained. 

Keywords: Power-sharing, Syria, Consociationalism, Centripetalism, Integration, 

Pluralism 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

1.1.  Topic Area 

Given Syria’s strategic location in the Middle East (Country Profile: Syria, 2005) 

and its status as one of the key players in the region (Martini, York, & Young, 2013), 

scholars could not but be drawn to the Syrian uprisings which began on March 15th, 

2011 and soon after turned into the Syrian Civil War. More than eleven years into the 

conflict, significant ink has been expanded on explaining the causes of the war, its 

implications on the domestic, regional, and international levels, and the prevalence of 

Bachar Al-Assad’s regime in the face of fierce opposition. Today, as the Syrian 

government has succeeded in reasserting control over key cities and the larger part of 

the country (Mehchy, Haid, & Khatib, 2020), and as power distribution has somewhat 

gained clarity territorially (BBC, 2021), academic interest has shifted towards the 

discussion of political solutions to end the war and the examination of possible systems 

of governance for post-war Syria. 

The possible systems of governance considered by scholars vary from 

“reconstructing authoritarianism” (Heydemann, 2018), to establishing a “hybrid model 

of governance” joining both international and local actors (Khalaf, 2015), to adopting 

democratic power-sharing models that take into account the different communal and 

ethnic/religious groups that constitute the Syrian state (Salamey, Abu Nemer, & 

Abouaoun, 2018). Although each of the suggested systems of governance emphasizes 

important characteristics of Syrian politics, state-formation, international influences, 

and/or the Syrian social fabric, it is the third alternative that this study will discuss. 

Study Scope and Objectives 

This study adopts as starting point the argument elaborated by several scholars 

contending the relevance and need for a democratic power-sharing model that would 

cater for the demands and concerns of the different communal, ethnic, and religious 

groups in Syria (Salamey, Abu Nemer, & Abouaoun, 2018; Rosiny, 2013). It is thus not 
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within the scope of this study to argue for or against establishing a power-sharing 

model, although the rationale of this argument is examined in the literature review as a 

basis for the study. Nor is it the aim to predict whether or not such a model will be 

implemented in Syria. Rather, the study looks into two possible power-sharing and 

conflict management models for post-war Syria: consociationalism and centripetalism. 

Based on that, this study revives the academic debate between consociationalism, 

advocated by Arend Lijphart (1977; 1969), and centripetalism, defended by Donald 

Horowitz (1990), as efficient conflict management tools in divided societies. It makes 

use of the cases of Lebanon and Iraq and examines the successes and failures of their 

power-sharing models in order to provide policy insights for war-torn Syria. 

Research Question 

The study seeks to explore one overarching research question: which democratic 

power-sharing model is most appropriate for post-war Syria? 

In order to find a suitable answer, this study examines the advantages and pitfalls 

of each of consociationalism and centripetalism as power-sharing models and will look 

into the implications of such an arrangement on short-term and long-term peace and 

stability in order to conclude policy lessons for Syria. This helps demonstrate how each 

power-sharing model, through its prominent elements, manages conflict and affects 

stability, on the short and long terms, in Syria in specific, and to some extent, in Middle-

Eastern divided societies. 

1.2. Literature Review 

Since this study invokes the debate between consociationalism and 

centripetalism as alternative democratic power-sharing models, it is useful to provide a 

general overview of the academic literature on the debate before discussing it in the 

context of Syria. However, prior to delving into this core issue, it is necessary to set the 

basis of the argument through demonstrating the need for a power-sharing model to 

begin with. 
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Post-Colonial Arab State Formation, Globalization, and the Emergence of 

Transnational Communitarian Identities 

Given that power-sharing arrangements presume plurality and multiple strong 

communal identities that need to be mitigated, it is important to explain the evolution of 

such identities in the Arab region and Syria, starting with colonial and post-colonial 

Arab state formation and ending with the Arab Spring. 

Westphalianism, also known as the nation-state concept, has long constituted the 

basis for international relations in the West. It was later transferred to the Middle East 

region through colonialism and globalization. The Westphalian model is contingent 

upon the congruence of territory, sovereignty, and national identity; however, its 

imposition on the Middle East region, which had weak linkages between territory and 

identity, challenged the nation-state concept as a whole (Hinnebusch, 2018). The wide 

presence of minority ethno-sectarian groups in the region and the incongruent state-

formation process led to the formation of transnational and supra-state identities, rather 

than national identities, often instrumentalized or thwarted by state-builders to establish 

legitimacy. 

In fact, colonialism led to assigning the borders of nation-states in a way that 

does not account for the different identity considerations but rather serves colonial 

interests. Such a practice led to arbitrariness in distributing resources and forced 

coexistence or assimilation of the different groups (Salamey, 2016). This state building 

process led to a “legitimacy deficiency” countered by anti-colonial nationalistic 

ideologies (pp. 51-52). With the end of colonialism, these nationalistic ideologies turned 

to Arabism and “secular Arabism” leading to a coercive state/nation-building process 

not based upon consensus. This is clearly manifested in the emergence of the Baath 

Party in certain Arab Republics and the construction of the Syrian Arab Republic 

subject to the rule of the National Party followed by the Baath Party until present. Such 

imposed national trends thwarted the importance of pluralism in the region (p. 53). 

As such, “identity conflict [can be perceived as] a structural problem of the 

nation-state system” (Ghais, 1998). In the Middle East, at least, the numerous communal 

groups surpass the number of states in the region. This hinders the state-society relations 
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which are naturally fostered in Westphalian states. Given that borders do not reflect the 

distribution of the different communal groups in the region, identity politics transcend 

borders to neighboring countries, which increases the likelihood of intrastate tensions 

and conflict (Bradshaw, 2016; Ghais, 2018). Needless to mention that when a communal 

group is forcefully included in a new state while the rest of its members remain in a 

neighboring state, the probability that identity conflicts occur becomes high, and that is 

the case in Lebanon, Iraq, Syria, and other Middle Eastern countries (Ghais, 1998). 

Further strengthening transnational identity affiliations is globalization 

(Salamey, 2018). In fact, as a result of globalization, the economic, cultural, and security 

causes of Arab exceptionalism began fading (Salamey, 2017). That was, to a large 

extent, due to the compulsory liberalization of economies and markets, which led to 

mismanagement, clientelism, and crony capitalism. At the same time, cultural 

exceptionalism declined due to social media, greater exposure, de-monopolization of 

media, education, and information once dominated by regimes, and security 

exceptionalism eroded as it faced transnational groups, affiliations, and challenges. 

Simultaneously, the weakness of states in reinstituting authority while facing 

globalization led communitarian groups to assume state functions, and such groups 

extended their membership, influence, and affiliation transnationally (Salamey, 2018): 

“globalization’s double movement has been nurturing alternative foundations 

embedded in multi-communitarian governing structures. The Arab Spring 

manifests the duality where failing autocracies are being replaced by rising de-

centralized communitocracies.” (Salamey, 2017, p. 8) 

Communitarianism and Power-Sharing as a Conflict Management Tool 

Among the different approaches to mitigating communitarian and identity 

conflict and overcoming the tension emerging from rigid nation-state borders, the 

discussion of power-sharing as a conflict management tool gains ground. Power-sharing 

models are, in a broad sense, democratic, as they are non-authoritarian, but they 

accommodate for pluralism instead of majoritarianism and distribute power among 

communal groups/communities rather than among citizens as individuals. (Salamey, 

2018) As such, it is argued that a communitocratic power-sharing model is able to cater 
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for the emerging importance of communitarian groups in the politics of the Middle East 

region. 

In cases where conflict stems from communal (ethnic, religious, linguistic…) 

injustice or grievances, power-sharing arrangements have become a go-to element that 

accelerates the production of peace agreements and their adoption by the adversaries 

(Papagianni, 2009). Power-sharing serves as a guarantee for the non-marginalization of 

any of the conflicting parties from the decision-making process, and centers around 

proportionality in representation and resource distribution, as well as the protection of 

the rights of communal groups. As a result, it not only contributes to managing conflict 

through peace agreements but extends the longevity and durability of such a consensus. 

(Papagianni, 2009). To ensure effectiveness, two factors should be taken into account 

while designing power-sharing models: (1) the greater societal cohesion and 

communitarian integration are, the stronger political unions and state centralization can 

be; and (2) the power-sharing model must accommodate for the geographic distribution, 

demographic specificities, and strategic relevance of community groups (Salamey, 2016, 

pp. 57-58). 

Furthermore, there seems to be no consensus regarding the optimal duration of 

such arrangements. Although the argument that power-sharing models should constitute 

a transitory phase is more widespread as an attempt to overcome potential immobility 

and deadlock (Rosiny, 2015; Salamey & Rizk, 2018; Papagianni, 2009), it is 

increasingly suggested that enforcing such arrangements with pre-knowledge that they 

are only temporary might lead to gaps in implementation and failure of the model 

(Bogaards, 2021). 

Power-sharing can be manifested in different types of models, such as 

consociationalism, centripetalism, integrationist power-sharing, and even federal power-

sharing (Rosiny, 2015; Ghais, 1998). Relevant to this study are consociationalism and 

centripetalism, which sparked an academic debate on the importance of each model and 

whether or not they are mutually exclusive. 
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The Consociationalism – Centripetalism Academic Debate 

The consociational power-sharing model is most thoroughly discussed by Arend 

Lijphart (1998). To classify a power-sharing institutional design as consociational, it has 

to embody four essential characteristics. First, the parliament must reflect a “grand 

coalition”. In order to gain parliamentary majority, a coalition is to be formed among the 

elites of subgroups thus bridging differences through negotiation and strengthening 

power-sharing. Second, distribution of power must follow the principle of proportional 

representation, which helps move away from possible monopolization of power to 

greater inclusiveness and conflict mitigation. Third, subgroups must be granted a degree 

of self-rule preventing the hegemony of any one group and preserving its status and 

cultural specificities. Fourth, each subgroup is granted a minority veto which guarantees 

protection and non-violation of rights and participation in government. In general, 

demographic considerations are taken into account in measuring the weight of each 

subgroup, and the pillars of consociationalism are inclusion, representation, and power-

sharing, and to a significant extent, decentralism. 

Centripetalism, often placed at the opposite pole from consociationalism, is most 

closely associated with the work of Donald Horowitz (1985). In pure centripetal models, 

the emphasis is on both centralism and broad inclusion (Gerring, Thacker, & Moreno, 

2005), and the focus is on encouraging the formation multi-communal or cross-

communal parties in elections with a view to promote moderation and gradually move 

away from ethnic politics (Horowitz D. , 1985). Distinct from centralized majoritarian 

democracies, the flow of power and authority is not from the center towards the 

constituencies, neither is it from group elites in power towards group communities as in 

consociationalism, rather it is from the diverse actors in the power-sharing model 

towards the center (Gerring, Thacker, & Moreno, 2005). Through its electoral incentives 

for cross-communal behavior, it is not as elite-driven as consociationalism, and its main 

pillars are cooperation, accommodation, and integration (Reilly, 2016). 

Although consociationalism and centripetalism are both power-sharing 

arrangements, they differ in essence. These differences sparked an academic debate that 

seeks to determine which of the two models is more effective in conflict management 
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and in yielding its expected outcomes. An interaction of the two models thus resulted, 

comparing and contrasting the arrangements, arguing for either of them, or suggesting 

an interplay between the two. 

In his discussion of the different institutional designs for democracies in plural 

societies, Reilly (2012) points out that both consociational and centripetal models 

converge on several aspects, especially on the centrality of electoral systems, parties, 

and the parliament as the main institutions to deal with pluralism rather than try to 

eliminate it. Still, according to Reilly, consociationalism and centripetalism diverge on 

many aspects as demonstrated in the table below adapted from Reilly’s article (p. 269): 

Table 1: Differences Between Consociationalism and Centripetalism According to 

Reilly 

 

Horowitz (2014) adds to the information presented by Reilly through presenting 

and in-depth analysis of the limitations and shortcomings of consociationalism and 

centripetalism. It is useful to discuss the “three big problems”, as articulated by 

Horowitz, because they apply to the models under-study regardless of the context. 

Horowitz denotes the first problem as the “adoption problem” (pp. 8-10), one that 

applies equally to both power-sharing models. He explains that, whenever countries 

decide on adopting consociational or centripetal models, minority groups will be in 

favor of such models, but majority groups will only accept them when they are weak. As 

the latter gain strength, they will fight for greater power and representation. Moreover, 
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communal groups coming together to design consociational or centripetal models bring 

with them their own interests and aspirations and attempt to shape the model in a way 

that serves their biases. The second problem, according to Horowitz, is inherent in 

centripetalism. He calls it the “degradation problem”, meaning that arrangements in 

centripetal systems, especially electoral coalitions, can degenerate over time (pp. 10-12). 

The final problem Horowitz raises stems from consociationalism; it is the 

“immobilization problem”. Consociational systems are built upon constraints, and they 

are therefore extremely tough to change or modify (pp. 12-14). 

The two articles explored examine similarities and differences between the two 

arrangements. Other scholars, however, present arguments in favor or against one or the 

other. Allisson McCulloch (2013), for instance, makes a case for consociationalism over 

centripetalism. She challenges the assumption that centripetal electoral systems lead to 

greater moderation, arguing that they increase both instability and even extremism. She 

studies election results in 8 different plural societies to validate her argument and add 

that “moderation is more likely to occur under consociational rules.” (p. 129) 

Reilly (2018), however, opposes what McCulloch concludes. He argues that a 

centripetal electoral model is able to motivate moderation and lead to increased centrism 

in both divided and ethnically-diverse countries. In order to consolidate his argument, 

Reilly draws upon both historical evidence from Australia and the latest developments 

in the US electoral system. He concludes that centripetal features such as “ranked 

choice” or “instant runoff” allow for greater moderation and centrism, as demonstrated 

in election results. (p. 217) 

Rather than arguing for or against consociationalism or centripetalism, certain 

scholars consider that a middle ground may prove to be a more efficient alternative. 

Bogaards (2019) explores six cases of democratic power-sharing in divided states 

challenging the view that consociationalism and centripetalism are “mutually exclusive” 

and arguing that they, in fact, interplay and mix (p. 524). He uses the conducted case 

studies – one of which examines the model adopted in Lebanon – in order to argue that 

an interaction between these two competing institutional designs might prove to be more 

useful than adopting solely one model or the other. Salloukh (2006) also examines the 
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interplay between elements of both consociational and centripetal models. He studies the 

Lebanese parliamentary elections in 1992, 1996, and 2000 to argue that, although 

Lebanon is broadly defined as a consociation, its electoral systems were largely 

dependent on vote-pooling, inter-ethnic coalitions, and bargaining, all of which are 

centripetal elements. However, Salloukh demonstrates that rather than advance 

peacebuilding, conflict management, and democratization, the electoral system and 

inter-ethnic alliances hindered them, calling for a reconsideration of the model. The 

success of arrangements that rely on both consociational and centripetal elements is 

contingent on proper application. In Lebanon, for instance, vote-pooling was only 

applied unidirectionally, which hindered the effectiveness of the model (Bogaards, 

2019). 

A Power-Sharing Model for Post-War Syria 

As regards the case of post-war Syria, the discussion of consociationalism as a 

possible power-sharing model seems to have gained ground. Salamey et al. (2018) 

survey different approaches to conflict management in Syria, examine the strengths and 

weaknesses of consociational systems in the Middle East and India and suggest policy 

lessons for Syria, explore Syrian local grassroot reconciliation initiatives and the 

importance of balancing power-sharing and domestic peace-building efforts, study the 

role of women in peacebuilding processes, and discuss the possible failures of adopting 

a power-sharing model in Syria. Salamey and Rizk (2018) build upon the conducted 

comparative studies to suggest that neither partition nor strong nationalism are effective 

conflict resolution methods for Syria, but a “multi-communitarian consociational” 

power-sharing model. They argue that such a model can set a framework for practicing 

pluralist politics while overcoming the limitations of mobilizations based on identity. In 

addition, if an “integrative” consociational system is adopted, it can be successful in 

fostering coexistence, mitigating fears of marginalization, and accounting for 

transnational identity/communal affiliations. Importantly, however, Salamey and Rizk 

suggest that consociationalism can be sought as “a short-term and transitional conflict 

mitigation strategy”. (p. 162) 
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Rosiny (2013) reaches a conclusion that resonates with that of Salamey and 

Rizk. He conducts an analysis of Lebanese consociation to inform a possible conflict 

management strategy for Syria. He first conveys his understanding of the 

consociationalism vs. centripetalism debate summarized as follows: “In the power‐

sharing debate, consociationalism has been the preferential model, especially for post-

conflict societies, whereas centripetalism is better suited to societies with more moderate 

sentiments between the communities” (p. 24). Rosiny then delves deep into the 

examination of the consociational system in Lebanon as a “transition” towards an 

ultimate unitary state to come up with a three-step conflict management strategy for 

Syria. The first step would be setting up a consociational model with guarantees and 

proportional representation. After mitigating the immediate causes for conflict, 

centripetal institutions would be necessary as a second step in order to foster intergroup 

cooperation. These two steps would ultimately lead to the creation of a unitary state that 

protects civil rights with no regard for non-national identities. 

1.2 Methodology 

Variables and Hypothesis 

As mentioned earlier, this study seeks to uncover which democratic power-

sharing model is suitable for post-war Syria. In order to find an answer, it looks into the 

relationship between the power-sharing model and peacebuilding and stability. As such, 

the independent variable examined is the power-sharing model and the dependent 

variable is peacebuilding and stability. The power-sharing models examined are 

dissected according to consociational or centripetal elements. 

The broad hypothesis that links the two variables is articulated as follows: the 

more integrative the power-sharing model is, the greater the peace and stability 

achieved. The degree of integration of the power-sharing model is deduced from the 

interplay of consociational and centripetal elements. 

Appropriate Method 

This study adopts a qualitative comparative case study design as the primary 

research method. An in-depth analysis of the cases of Lebanon and Iraq is conducted 
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highlighting the convergences and divergences in their power-sharing experiences and 

assessing the strengths and weaknesses of their models in order to inform policy in 

Syria. Such an approach to the research question allows the production of more reliable 

and projectable knowledge about the causality between the variables. In particular, 

comparative case studies are useful in demonstrating why and how specific systems – in 

this study power-sharing arrangements – succeed or fail (Goodrick, 2014).  

Justification of Case Selection  

This study is not the first to consider that analyzing the Lebanese and/or Iraqi 

experiences may yield important insights for power-sharing in Syria (Salamey, Abu 

Nemer, & Abouaoun, 2018; Rosiny, 2013; Abboud, 2014). That is because, despite the 

domestic differences between the three contexts, these Levantine countries share 

similarities that allow for drawing important conclusions. 

To begin with, the three countries share a common history from Ottoman rule, to 

European Mandates, to the post-colonial struggle. Arbitrariness in delineating their 

borders according to colonial interest left the three countries with ethno-religious 

communities that foster transnational affiliations with remaining group members in 

neighboring countries (Slim & Trombetta, 2014). This resulted in what is known as 

“pluralism” or “divided societies” in each of Iraq, Lebanon, and Syria. Although the 

demography and distribution of ethnoreligious groups in each of the countries differ, the 

commonality is that their societies are not homogenous, and any political system will 

have to account for the different communal groups within the country. This is clearly 

demonstrated in the maps below. 
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Figure 1: Map of Syria's Ethnoreligious Diversity (Izady, 2000) 
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Figure 2: Map of Lebanon's Ethnoreligious Diversity (Kondrashov, 2013) 
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Figure 3: Map of Iraq's Ethnoreligious Demography (Izady, 2000) 

Moreover, the post-colonial rise of ethnoreligious communities within each of 

the countries created a certain degree of opposition to Sunni post-colonial pan-Arab 

nationalism, though the intensity and success of opposition varied (Rosiny, 2013). The 

three countries also fell, for a certain period of time at least, under the rule of an 

ethnoreligious group with no clear demographic majority. Ba’athism led to Alawi rule in 

Syria and Sunni rule in Iraq, and “political Maronitism” dominated the Lebanese 
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political scene before the Civil War (Sirriyeh, 1998). These configurations led to wars in 

each of the three countries. In Iraq, Ba’athism was weakened by the US invasion and the 

later Shia-Sunni civil struggle after the execution of Saddam Hussein (Haddad, 2016). In 

Lebanon, a fifteen-year Civil War took place largely tainted by sectarianism and 

labelled as a Christian (Maronite) – Muslim power struggle (Wenger, 1990). In Syria, 

Arab Spring spillover protests turned into an ongoing devastating Civil War greatly 

affected by national and regional “religious” dynamics (Polk, 2013). Post-war, in Iraq 

and Lebanon, power-sharing arrangements were adopted as conflict management tools. 

The details of these arrangements are further discussed in the cases below. In Syria, as 

well, power-sharing remains an option to be examined. 

 Furthermore, the three countries are drawn into regional power struggles. Saudi 

Arabia and Iran use Iraq, Lebanon, and Syria as forefronts to expand regional influence 

and hegemony. In the broadest sense, the three battlegrounds are mobilized in an 

overarching Sunni-Shia contestation, and actors within the three countries manifest this 

contestation, with Sunni actors siding with Saudi Arabia and Shi’a/Alawi actors with 

Iran (Barnes-Dacey, 2014). Such transnational affiliations are to be accounted for in any 

power-sharing model that is or will be adopted. Important for the power-sharing formula 

as well is the question of the Kurds, which is vital to both Iraq and Syria. 

 International meddling in state affairs, often by the same international actors, is 

another common factor among Iraq, Lebanon, and Syria. The three countries face 

international pressures stemming from USA-Iranian, USA-Russian, and USA-Chinese 

rivalry, and witness fierce competition over interests from USA, Iran, Russia, China, 

Saudi Arabia, Israel, and numerous European actors (Rivlin, 2020). 

 The abovementioned commonalities allow for conducting a comparative case 

study of power-sharing in Lebanon and Iraq in order to extract policy insights for post-

war Syria. This said, the three contexts are in no way identical, and each case presents 

domestic particularities to be taken into account when evaluating the power-sharing 

arrangement (Iraq and Lebanon) or discussing its suitability (Syria). 
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1.3 Contribution 

This study gains importance on two levels. First, as previously mentioned, it 

provides significant lessons for policy for both Syrian and regional decision-makers, as 

it demonstrates the strengths and weaknesses of power-sharing models – 

consociationalism and centripetalism in particular – in managing conflict in Middle 

Eastern plural societies, more specifically Syria. It proposes a gradual interplay of 

elements from both systems as a means to establish an integrative power-sharing model. 

Moreover, it builds upon the weaknesses of each of the models and power-sharing as a 

conflict management tool in order to articulate important factors – like prerequisites, 

post-requisites, and duration of power-sharing – to be taken into consideration if such an 

arrangement is to be established. As such, it equally contributes to the literature on 

power-sharing and the academic debate between consociationalism and centripetalism. 

1.4 Thesis Chapter Outline 

Following this introductory chapter, Chapter Two, Mapping the Syrian Conflict, 

details the failure of the pre-conflict political system, conflict dynamics, demographic 

and societal changes, and discusses the need for a power-sharing model as a conflict 

management tool in Syria. It also looks into the different communal groups that should 

be accounted for in the power-sharing arrangement and the international conflict 

management or resolution initiatives that have already taken place as regards Syria.  

Chapter Three, The Case of Lebanese Power-Sharing, carries out an extensive 

analysis of the Lebanese power-sharing model, its consociationalism, its centripetal 

elements, and its successes and failures till after the October 2019 revolution and 

political system crisis. 

Chapter Four, The Case of Iraqi Power-Sharing, delves deep into Iraqi power-

sharing, the establishment of the system, its manifestations and particularities, as well as 

its successes and failures up until present-day. 

Chapter Five, Lessons Learned and Recommendations, draws important links 

and conclusions that provide insights for policy in Syria. It provides a middle ground in 

the consociational vs. centripetalism debate by showing that a power-sharing 
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arrangement roadmap that gradually integrates elements of both models is likely to be 

more effective in Syria. Moreover, it suggests that any power-sharing model is to be 

considered a conflict management tool and not a final solution that can result in long-

term peace and stability. The power-sharing model should thus pave the way for an 

ultimate system or exit strategy liberated from the immobility or paralysis generated 

from prolonged power-sharing. Nevertheless, the implementation of such a model has to 

be properly institutionalized as to not mimic “light consociationalism” implemented in 

Iraq (Bogaards, 2021). 
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Chapter Two 

Mapping the Syrian Conflict 

With a view to devise a post-war model capable of catering for the needs of the 

Syrian society, its changing demography and power dynamics, grievances and trauma, 

as well as local. state-level, regional, international considerations, it is first important to 

map the Syrian context from historical state-building processes up until the current 

situation. 

2.1  Historical Context Pre-2011 

Pluralism in Syria 

Present-day Syria, similar to many Levantine and Middle Eastern countries, has 

been characterized by the heterogenous composition of its social fabric (Lesch, 2014). 

The main ethno-religious groups constituting the Syrian population are a Sunni majority, 

and Shia, Alawite, Christian (majority Orthodox Christians alongside other sects), Druze 

minorities, as well as a Kurdish population (BBC, 2011). However, before these diverse 

sects were assimilated under one nation-state, the Ottoman Empire had acknowledged 

the plural nature of the region through the adopted “millet system”, a non-territorial 

autonomy and protection status granted to recognized ethno-religious communities in 

return for an additional tax known as the “jizya” (Barkey & Gavrilis, 2016). This system 

was applied to all plural regions under Ottoman rule, of which were the Syrian 

provinces spreading over 300,000 km (Slim & Trombetta, 2014). With the Mandate 

system after WWI, however, the “Syrian area” was first divided for purposes of 

distinguishing French and British authority, and then further partitioned along clearer 

communal lines upon the establishment of “Greater Lebanon” and later modern-day 

Syria (p. 1). The formation of these nation-states, including Syria, was highly influenced 

by international and regional power politics imposing arbitrary borders that split 

members of similar communal affiliations – and groups which identified as “Syrian” – 

into different states. This created different local identities with transborder and 

transnational affiliations, grouped under one nation-state (p. 6). The main ethno-
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religious groups and their percentage of the population pre-2011 are demonstrated in the 

pie-chart below: 

 

Figure 4: Ethnoreligious groups in Syria and their relative percentage of the population 

(Doppelhofer, 2016) 

Furthermore, French mandate policy in Syria had a tradition of supporting 

minority groups over the Sunni majority constituency which often refused cooperation 

with French authority. To elaborate, Alawites, who fiercely opposed being absorbed in a 

Sunni-majority rule, were granted legal and partial administrative autonomy in Latakia 

under the French rule in return for support of the French authority (Pipes, 1989). French 

rule also safeguarded the rights and freedoms of Christians and Druzes, and even 

designated Aleppo, which had a large Christian population, as the capital – though short 

lived. The policy of minority support thus created sectarian tensions, as minorities 

sought external support against a Sunni-majority rule, and Sunnis felt undervalued and 

contested by minorities (p. 440). It also encouraged minority – in particular Alawi – 

participation in armed forces and low-ranked state institutions, which paved the way for 

the rise of Alawi rule at a later stage (Lesch, 2014; Pipes, 1989). 
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As Syria gained independence and Sunnis took the relay from the French 

authority, the country drifted into the post- and anti-colonial wave of Arab nationalism, 

which sought to thwart local and communal identities in favor of an overarching Syrian 

or Arab national identity. Alawite autonomy was overturned, and all minorities were 

assimilated into one unified state. However, with the overrepresentation of Alawites in 

the military and the “secular” Ba’ath party, the internal fragmentation of Sunnis and 

contestation for Sunni rule, and the instability of rule given the numerous coup d’états, 

Alawites seized rule under the secular flag of the Ba’ath in the late 1960s, and Hafez Al-

Assad was capable of monopolizing power in 1970 (Pipes, 1989). 

Syria under Hafez Al-Assad 

Hafez Al-Assad established a complex authoritarian clientelist system centered 

around the President and his circle (Slim & Trombetta, 2014). He utilized the cooptation 

of communal groups in order to establish legitimacy for his rule. By integrating 

members of the diverse groups in the ruling bargain, they were persuaded to become 

status-quoists in order to maintain their privileges. (Gerschewski, 2013; Vasquez, 2016). 

In turn, elite communal members used their privileges for the benefit of their own local 

communities, a practice that further promoted the clientelist culture, grew the informal 

economy, and strengthened communal identity. As such, Al-Assad instrumentalized 

communal affiliation for the consolidation of his rule. He was particularly capable of 

gaining the support of minority groups (Landis, 2012). The Alawites were already 

overrepresented in the military and the Ba’ath Party, and with the rule of a member of 

their community, they were appointed in high-ranking positions in formal and secret 

security apparatuses, as well as government institutions (Vasquez, 2016). Significant 

resources were also spent to develop the Alawite region of Latakia (Juan & Bank, 2013). 

In addition, the Christian and Druze communities were coopted through socioeconomic 

integration and opportunities for vertical mobility (Elrich, 2014; Landis, 2012). Even the 

Sunni bourgeoisie, or Sunni elite businessman, became part of the ruling bargain by 

allowing them to become part of the oligarchy (Elrich, 2014). 

The system under Hafez Al-Assad was capable of rallying support for the 

autocrat. In brief, “Hafez al-Assad ruled by his power over a small group of officials in 
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the intelligence sector, the armed forces and party bureaucrats who recognized his 

authority and were connected to him in blood or economic ties. This structure remained 

essentially stable and cohesive throughout his rule” (Slim & Trombetta, 2014, p. 11). At 

the same time, however, it caused a shaft between the center and periphery, or “clients” 

and “non-clients”, and a concentration of resources with the ruling oligarchy. Although 

Hafez Al-Assad preached Syrian national unity, his political practices nurtured alliance 

for local communal patrons, who themselves were clients of the Al-Assad regime (Juan 

& Bank, 2013). 

Neo-Liberal Reforms Under Bashar Al-Assad 

In 2000, Bashar Al-Assad succeeded Hafez-Al Assad and continued the legacy 

of cooptation. However, the distinct feature of his rule was the implementation of 

accelerated neo-liberal reforms, which benefitted the Al-Assad circle of elites (Daher, 

2018). Bashar Al-Assad gave permission to the World Bank to guide the neo-liberal 

reforms adopted by the Syrian regime. This meant increased privatization that invited 

the private sector as a partner in economic ventures and development, alongside gradual 

state withdrawal from areas of subsidization and welfare (Bonfatti, 2017). These 

reforms benefitted the oligarchy and upper-class, who monopolized privatization efforts. 

However, it negatively affected the lower and middle classes. State-owned collective 

farms were privatized impacting the agricultural sector and agricultural workers, large 

foreign investments were attracted threatening small and medium-sized enterprises 

(SMEs). In parallel, subsidies were lowered, price was liberalized, government-sector 

employment halted, and government services became of lower-quality. This caused the 

affected lower and middle classes to resort to communal bourgeois and religious 

organizations for services that were previously provided by the state, thus strengthening 

local affiliations (Daher, 2018). 

The neo-liberal path pursued by Bashar Al-Assad restricted opportunities for the 

educated middle-class and youth, as well as the lower-class, and led to the 

impoverishment of the Syrian population. It shifted governance from Hafez Al-Assad’s 

three-fold structure of welfare-protected peasants, government officials, and bourgeoisie 

to widespread crony capitalism. This widened the gap between the narrowing inner-
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circle and the mainstream population and led to grievances among the middle class, 

which constituted a main cause of the Syrian uprisings (Daher, 2018). 

A Fertile Ground for Conflict 

The heterogenous composition of the Syrian society and the state’s nation-

building process implemented by the Al-Assad regimes created conditions favorable for 

conflict. The local society and communal sense of identity were strengthened over 

national belonging, and the informal economy resulting from patron-client relationships 

became so extensive that it almost reached the size of the formal economy (Slim & 

Trombetta, 2014; Daher, 2018). The cooptation strategy adopted by Hafez Al-Assad and 

crony capitalism resulting from Bashar Al-Assad’s neo-liberal initiatives resulted in a 

center – periphery shaft with an impoverished majority and wealthy minority upper-

class. Syria became ruled by Assad’s inner circle oligarchy, while the lower and middle 

classes suffered from economic hardships stemming from monopolized privatization 

and became fueled with grievances which proved sufficient to spark the first slogans of 

the 2011 uprisings (Hinnebusch, 2018). 

2.2  Uprisings Turned into a Civil War 

Brief Overview of the Conflict 

Protests and Government Response 

Inspired by Arab Spring protests in different Arab autocracies, civil protests 

erupted in Daraa in March 2011 raising demands for democracy and freedom. The 

demonstrations soon snowballed into other regions where the Sunni majority suffered 

from increased poverty as a result of neoliberal reforms, while main cities with upper-

class Sunnis remained neutral. The main driver of the protest phase of the conflict was, 

indeed, in large part socioeconomic (Hinnebusch, 2018). Faced by popular discontent, 

the government responded with arms and repression, quickly transforming the nature of 

the confrontation into violence (Humud, 2021). As the government upscaled its weapons 

into aircraft, the protests turned into violent insurgents with opposition groups seizing 

control of certain areas and the conflict turning into a full-fledged war. With support and 

backing of regional and international actors, and with the emergence of transnational 

groups, the Syrian Civil War took on dimensions that exceed the socioeconomic aspect. 
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Human Costs and Displacement 

The Syrian Civil War turned out to be one of the prolonged and destructive 

conflicts with atrocities and alleged deep violations of human rights and the 

International Humanitarian Law (IHL) (Dihmis, 2021). The Uppsala Conflict Data 

Program (2022) records 397,282 deaths during the 11-year conflict with the largest 

proportion of casualties resulting from state-based violence. This is further detailed in 

the chart below: 

 

Figure 5: Syrian War Casualties (Uppsala Conflict Data Program, 2022) 

Moreover, the violent events in Syria led to enormous numbers of displaced 

individuals. It is estimated that 13.5 out of the 22 million Syrian population fled their 

places of residence in search for a safer location. Out of the displaced individuals, 

around 6.8 million left the country into neighboring or other countries (UNHCR, 2022). 

The living conditions of refugees are often not satisfactory, and many live in dangerous 

settings or overcrowded camps (UNHCR, 2021). The refugee crisis also takes its toll on 

host countries, especially the less developed ones, such as Lebanon, who face increased 

economic burdens and greater instability (World Bank, 2013). 

Economic Costs 

Large-scale destruction led to grave economic losses which will likely continue 

even after the end of the war and will have to be taken into account in any conflict 

management or post-war reconstruction initiative (World Bank, 2017). As an aggregate 

result, the economic cost of the Syrian conflict has been estimated at 1.2 trillion US 
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Dollars (World Vision International, 2021).  The physical damage resulting from war is 

the most evident reflection of economic loss, as houses, buildings, schools, companies, 

roads, and infrastructure were either fully or partially destroyed. This resulted in the 

disruption of economic networks and business processes. Moreover, with the intense 

displacement trend and suspension of educational activities, Syria lost a great proportion 

of its human capital, a component which will require multiple years of efficient 

reconstruction in order to re-develop (World Bank, 2017). Syria’s GDP also faced a 

rapid decrease, and in 2017, estimates indicated cumulative loss of up 226 billion USD 

(World Bank, 2017). As the opposition – Islamic State in particular – gained control 

over areas rich in oil, the hydrocarbon sector in Syria plunged, and so did its revenues, 

which hindered Syria’s sufficiency and further decreased its GDP. Above the dire 

economic consequences, harsh sanctions were imposed on Syria, manufacturers were 

often forced to close their businesses, and the value of the Syrian Lira dropped 

significantly with no prospects for inflow of foreign currency, investments, or effective 

reform (World Bank, 2017). 

Power Distribution  

Eleven years of conflict have dispersed power from the grip of the Al-Assad 

regime. The current power dynamics have not always been the same throughout the war 

but have somewhat been constant for the past couple of years. The power balance is 

clearly tilted in favor of the Syrian regime, which has gained control over around 65-

70% of the country after Russian intervention (Mehchy, Haid, & Khatib, 2020). Second 

after the regime, the Kurdish authorities, under the Syrian Democratic Forces, have 

established their own autonomy over 20-25% of the Syrian territory, and the main 

opposition group, Hay’at Tahrir Al Sham, controls the remaining 5-10% of the country 

(Mehchy, Haid, & Khatib, 2020). The below map shows the geographical distribution of 

control in Syria at the end of 2021 (Nasrolla, Sharifa, & Obada, 2021). 
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Figure 6: Control Distribution in Syria in December 2021 (Nasrolla, Sharifa, & Obada, 2021) 

Demographic Changes 

The war in Syria has caused important demographic changes, especially in terms 

of population distribution in regime-controlled and other important areas. The Al-Assad 

regime is often accused of engineering these changes in order to pave the way for a post-

war reconstruction strategy that suits regime interests (Ziadeh, 2019; Ghosh-Siminoff, 
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2020; Arfeh, 2019). In brief, the most significant demographic changes took place 

among the Sunni population and its distribution in key Syrian regions, especially those 

dubbed by Bashar Al-Assad as “Useful Syria” or “La Syrie Utile” (Qutrib, 2016). As a 

result of voluntary displacement and forced displacement due to war crimes, sieges, 

sectarian cleansing, and others, the Sunni population in Damascus, Latakia, Hama, 

Homs, Tartus, and Rif Dimashk, i.e. “Useful Syria”, has decreased by almost half. 

Sunnis have fled outside the country or inside the country into opposition-controlled or 

Kurdish areas (Qutrib, 2016; Arfeh, 2019). The table below clearly depicts the change in 

Syrian demography after the start of the war: 

Table 2: Sectarian Distribution of Population in Useful Syria, 2011 vs. 2016 (Qutrib, 

2016) 

Furthermore, these changes have been institutionalized, a factor of importance to 

post-war reconstruction efforts. As the regime regained control of key areas, it 

concluded agreements with opposition groups – formed of mostly Sunni members – 

stipulating they leave the region (Arfeh, 2019). In addition, Decree 66 of 2012 and Law 

10 of 2018 have become widely known as regime tools to acquire and possess property 

belonging to opposition supporters and displaced individuals. The initial Decree permits 

the government to confiscate the property of individuals suspected or accused of 
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terrorism, and Law 10 grants the regime the right to delineate administrative areas in 

which it will supervise reconstruction. Within these areas, property-owners have a 

margin of thirty days to claim their property or else it would be confiscated. The time 

period was then amended to one year, which is still tight for displaced individuals – 

mostly Sunni – given their distance from these areas and the time needed to acquire the 

required paperwork (Ziadeh, 2019). 

These demographic changes have contributed to the formation of “sect-

homogenous” territories. An example would be Idlib which now has a sweeping Sunni 

majority due to Sunni displacement into the area. It is thus likely that minority sects 

such as Christians and even Alawites will not return there post-war (Osseiran, 2018). 

Henceforth, a new system of governance in Syria will have to take into account the new 

population distribution, and “Assad will have to share power with local authorities and 

different sectarian and tribal groups” whether in the Constitution or de facto (Osseiran, 

2018). 

Main Actors  

The main actors in the Syrian conflict can be largely classified as pro-regime and 

anti-regime coalitions, which are further divided into national, transnational, and 

international actors. The Syrian Army is the major pro-regime national actor, and the 

loyalty of this force is deemed as one of the main reasons for the resilience of Bashar 

Al-Assad regime against the opposition (Bellin, 2012). This is in part due to the 

historically high numbers of Alawite members in the army apparatus. The Al-Assad 

regime is backed by Shia transnational groups such as Hezbollah and Iraqi Shia militias, 

as well as Iran and Russia as international actors (European Asylum Support Office, 

2019). The local and transnational parties opposing the Al-Assad regime, often referred 

to as “insurgents”, are divided into Islamist and non-Islamist groups. The most 

prominent Islamist groups are the Islamic State, known as ISIS, as well as Hay’at Tahrir 

Al Sham, which was previously known as Jabhat Al-Nusra and then Jabhat Fateh Al-

Sham. These groups are of a Sunni majority. Other less active Islamist opposition 

groups are Ahrar Al-Sham, composed of former Syrian prisoners and Jaysh Al-Islam 

(European Asylum Support Office, 2019). The Islamist opposition groups can be 
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grouped as Salafist/Jihadist groups. Non-Islamist national and transnational opposition 

groups are the Free Syrian Army, which is collection of anti-regime groups that was 

able to receive recognition and support from anti-regime international actors, as it is not 

perceived to be a terrorist group by outside parties. The Southern Front is another non-

Islamist anti-Assad group established in 2014 and managed from Jordan and Turkey; it 

also received significant foreign support (Illinois Library, 2020).  In addition to these 

two groups, the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) emerged as a transnational non-

Islamist American-backed group largely associated with Kurdish forces. That is because 

the Democratic Union Party (PYD), which is the key Kurdish organization involved in 

the Syrian War, constitutes the two-thirds of SDF members. Since the PYD embedded 

within the SDF seeks territorial autonomy for Kurds, it faces fierce opposition from 

Turkey. In order to mobilize greater force, the SDF signed an agreement with regime 

forces in order to cooperate in resisting Turkish operations (European Asylum Support 

Office, 2019). Anti-regime groups receive international support from the United States, 

the United Kingdom, France, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia (Illinois Library, 2020). It is 

worth mentioning that the opposition or anti-regime groups were not unified in fighting 

against the Syrian army, and in many instances, they even fought each other, as is the 

case with ISIS and Hay’at Tahrir Al Sham (European Asylum Support Office, 2019). 

In terms of international involvement in the conflict, Iran is an active supporter 

of the Al-Assad regime. It sends troops, mobilizes Shia transnational actors such as 

Hezbollah to fight in favor of the regime, facilitates weapon procurement by the regime, 

provides training to troops, and even establishing military command centers in the 

country, which is at times interpreted as a move to taunt its adversary Israel  

(Congressional Research Service, 2019). Russia is another international supporter of the 

Al-Assad regime. In 2015, it explicitly interfered in the war by sending air force to 

bomb ISIS and opposition-held areas. Russian involvement had a major impact on 

tilting the power balance in favor of the regime. In return, it was granted military 

presence in the region and the right to establish naval and air bases in the country for at 

almost half a century to come (European Asylum Support Office, 2019). The US, and 

other NATO members such as France and the UK, led a coalition aiming primarily to 

combat ISIS, and extended support to certain opposition groups as mentioned above. 
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Although a withdrawal plan was set for the US after taking down ISIS, it continues to 

have presence in the region. It also backs the SDF but has agreed with Turkey to 

withdraw from the Syrian-Turkish borders which decreased its on-the-ground support of 

the group (Congressional Research Service, 2019; European Asylum Support Office, 

2019). Turkey is thus another main international actor in the Syrian conflict. It has a 

principal aim of preventing the establishment of an autonomous Kurdish-controlled area 

along the Syrian-Turkish borders, but it has extended support as well to the Free Syrian 

Army and other opposition groups (Magued, 2021). Israel is also involved in the Syrian 

conflict, as it considers the military presence of Iran and Hezbollah a security threat. 

Therefore, it has conducted several airstrikes targeting Irani and Hezbollah forces in 

regime-controlled areas (European Asylum Support Office, 2019). 

Unresolved Sectarian Grievances 

Although the causes of the Syrian conflict are many, and the protests were 

preliminarily fueled by socio-economic grievances, sectarianism soon came to play an 

important role in conflict dynamics. Most evidently, the pro- and anti-regime groups are 

divided along sectarian lines. Alawites, Christians, Druzes, and Shia largely support the 

Al-Assad regime against a fierce Sunni opposition (Wimmen, 2018). The Kurdish ethnic 

group represents a cause by itself. Sectarian divisions come as a result of previous 

regime practices. More particularly, the Assads manipulated sectarian identities through 

co-optation and minority rights discourse. Hafez and Bashar Al-Assad placed 

themselves as the protectors of sectarian minorities by granting them a margin of 

religious freedoms, incorporating certain minority figures in the ruling elite, and 

indirectly stressing on the importance of these practices in their political discourse  (Al-

Haj Saleh, 2017). In addition, since the Al-Assads are Alawites, and members of this 

community had assumed most of the leading political and military positions in the 

country, the regime became associated with the sect. In parallel, pre-war opposition or 

discontent towards the regime stemmed from the Sunni majority sect, which felt 

underrepresented (Hof & Simon, 2012). Sunni-Alawi tensions were thus experienced 

before the onset of protests and violence, but they were not properly managed due to the 

regime’s repressive rather than accommodating tactics (Hof & Simon, 2012). These 

factors facilitated the manifestation of conflict along sectarian lines. With hardened 
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sectarian identities and the newly-established quasi-homogenous regions, conflict 

resolution cannot but address communal, sectarian, and demographic needs. 

Peace Initiatives 

One year after the start of the alarming conflict, the United Nations, as well as 

involved actors, began launching initiatives in an attempt to establish peace. The first 

peace initiative was the UN-supported Geneva Communiqué of 2012. Representatives 

of the United Nations, Arab League, European Union, and other European and Arab 

states came together to call for a cessation of violence and devise a plan and guidelines 

for a Syrian-led transition (United Nations General Assembly, 2012). The main points of 

the plan were to stop armed violence in a sustainable manner, recognize the right of 

association and peaceful protest, allow humanitarian organizations access to perform 

their roles, and support the work of the UN Supervision Mission in Syria (UNSMIS). As 

for the guidelines for the Syrian-led transition, they emphasized a political settlement 

that offers a future for the people, is clear and set according to a timetable, can be 

implemented in a safe and stable environment, and can be reached without violence. 

Under the first guideline, the settlement is recommended to be “democratic and 

pluralistic” engaging the emerging political actors and respecting human rights and 

equality. Under the second guideline, a governing body including both government and 

opposition actors should be formed and granted legislative power to negotiate and 

implement reforms. (United Nations General Assembly, 2012). This initiative was 

followed-up by several rounds of talks which began to fail as the Syrian regime 

delegation rejected the discussion of the transitional removal of Al-Assad and holding 

presidential elections (TRT World, 2018). 

The 2017 Astana talks were a second peace initiative led by Russia, Turkey, and 

Iran, who used their leverage over the regime and the opposition to bring them together 

on a discussion table for the first time since the start of the war. The talks culminated in 

identifying “de-escalation zones” (Bibbo, 2021). However, the regime did not properly 

commit to ceasing violence in these zones, and the talks in general were pressured by 

the Russian axis which invited opposition members who support the prevalence of 

Bashar Al-Assad as President (Bibbo, 2021). The Astana talks were followed by the 
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Sochi talks, also held with the support of Russia, Iran, and Turkey, but since there was 

no set precondition to remove Al-Assad from power, the opposition groups refused to 

join (TRT World, 2018). 

It is thus clear that peace efforts initiated so far have not succeeded in offering 

more than broad guidelines for a transition. They are also significantly subject to 

international interferences with no tangible contribution from the local or grassroot 

actors. 

A complex case like the Syrian Civil War therefore requires a comprehensive 

and well-implemented conflict management approach capable of ending violence, 

overcoming hostility and trauma, and accommodating the different groups involved. The 

common grounds the Syrian experience shares with the Lebanese and Iraqi experiences 

(elaborated in Section 1.3.3 under “Justification of Case Selection”) suggest that a 

comparative examination of these cases can provide important lessons and 

recommendations for post-war Syria. 
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Chapter Three 

The Case of Lebanese Power-Sharing 

3.1  Pluralism in Lebanon 

Lebanon is a “confessionally” plural society with multiple Christian, Muslim, 

and Druze communities co-inhabiting the same land. The Christian community is 

largely composed of Maronites, which constitute the most prominent Christian sect, 

Greek Orthodox, Greek Catholics, Armenian Christians (Orthodox, Catholic, 

Protestant), and other minority Christians (Syriac, Protestant, Latin, and others). The 

Muslim community, on the other hand, incorporates Sunnis, Shias, and an Alawite 

minority. The Druze community is often considered as part of the Muslim constituency 

(European Union Election Observation Mission, 2005). At the establishment of 

independent Lebanon in 1943, the population was roughly divided equally between 

Christians and Muslims (Makdisi & Marktanner, 2009), and the sects most capable of 

influencing Lebanese politics were the Sunnis, Shias, Maronites, Greek Orthodox, and 

Greek Catholics (Horn, 2008). The demographics have certainly changed since, 

especially with disparity in birth rates among the two communities and emigration 

trends, but no official census has been conducted after 1932 (Horn, 2008). Recent 

studies estimate the Muslim population to have increased to 68% of the total population 

paralleled by a decrease in the Christian population to 32% (Office of International 

Religious Freedom, 2019). Importantly, however, there has been no significant change 

in the sects capable of influencing the political scene in the country. Nevertheless, given 

that Lebanon adopts a power-sharing model of governance, a shift in demographics 

implies a shift in the power allocated to each sect and thus the need for amending the 

specificities of the power-sharing arrangement. 

3.2  A History of Power-Sharing in Lebanon 

Power-sharing in Lebanon is a relatively old practice. Its origins date back to the 

16th century Mount Lebanon, in which social divisions took place along religious lines, 

namely between the Maronite and Druze communities (Roumie, 2020). Given the 

demographic changes in favor of the Maronites, the system collapsed resulting in 
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conflict, and Mount Lebanon was split by Ottoman rule into two administrative units: 

one Maronite and one Druze (Traboulsi, 2012; Ofeish, 1999). However, as the Ottoman 

Empire weakened and other European powers began intervening in Lebanese and 

regional affairs, the administrative units were rejoined under the mutasarrifiya system, 

giving birth to the first official power-sharing system adopted for the unified Mount 

Lebanon (Salamey, 2013). This power-sharing system became further formalized and 

developed under the French Mandate which granted the different sects representation 

according to the size of their constituencies. However, with a Christian majority in 

Mount Lebanon and a French policy that championed Christian/Maronite rule, the 

power balance was tilted in favor of this communal group (Roumie, 2020). Demography 

changed with the establishment of Greater Lebanon in 1920, which increased religious 

diversity and introduced groups with transnational affiliations who identify with 

members in neighboring countries. With increased sectarian heterogeneity, French rule 

maintained the basis of power-sharing through allocating government seats and public 

posts according to religious affiliation and granting religious courts the authority to 

arbitrate in personal affairs (Traboulsi, 2012; Roumie, 2020). 

Upon gaining independence, an institutionalized and formal power-sharing 

model was established based upon the French arrangements. It was consolidated in a 

gentleman’s agreement known as the National Pact. The importance of this agreement is 

two-fold. First, it offered a middle ground in the question of Lebanese identity. It did not 

classify the country as an Arab state, but rather ab independent country with “an Arab 

face” thus mitigating between Sunni tendency towards Arabism and Maronite affiliation 

with the West (Salamey, 2013). Second, it formalized sectarian power-distribution based 

on the 1932 Population Census, resulting in a 6:5 Christian-Muslim ratio division in 

public posts, the government, and unprecedentedly, in the Parliament as well. It also 

specified that the Speaker of Parliament was to be a Shia, the Prime Minister a Sunni, 

and the President of the Republic a Maronite. It is the latter, however, who held the 

widest range of powers (Ziadeh H. , 2006). 

Thirty-two years after independence, the 15-year Lebanese Civil War started due 

to an abundance of local, regional, and global causes. Prominent among these causes are 
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oligarchy/elite rule and class grievances (Hourani, 2021) and changing demographics in 

favor of the Muslim constituency, paralleled by the rigidity of the system and its 

inability to adapt to changes (Makdisi & Marktanner, 2009). In addition, the country 

witnessed increased tension with revived Arabism and the Palestinian Question (Khalaf 

S. , Civil and Uncivil Violence in Lebanon. A History of the Internalization of 

Communal Conflict, 2002; Horn, 2008), especially given the increased numbers of 

Muslims who support these causes. In general, however, throughout this conflict, “it was 

not the system’s centrifugal tendencies, per se, but the internalization of communal 

conflict that caused regime collapse” (Horn, 2008). Interestingly, after long years of 

destruction, hostility, and trauma, conflict resolution did not lead to a political system 

change, but rather a revisited version of the power-sharing agreement still governing 

Lebanese politics until present-day. 

Power-Sharing Under the Taef Agreement 

In 1989, the Document of National Understanding was signed in the city of Taef 

in Saudi Arabia putting an end to the Lebanese Civil War. Power-sharing was promoted, 

once again, in order to manage pluralism and communal diversity in the country, as well 

as to contain conflict. A remodeling of the previously-established arrangement took 

place with a view to achieve better representation and account for the changing 

demographics, though no formal population census was conducted (Cammett, 2011). 

The main changes implemented were amending the Christian-Muslim representation 

ratio from 6:5 to 6:6, defining Lebanon as an Arab country, removing several of the 

President’s powers in favor of the Speaker of the Parliament or Prime Minister, and 

granting Syria a privileged role in the country (Horn, 2008). The Taef Agreement thus 

brought forth the political system that was to govern Lebanon from 1990 and onwards. 

The Lebanese state follows an intricate and complex power-sharing system that 

seeks to preserve the rights of all confessional groups in the country. Given that there 

has not formally been, through a census, a clear majority of any of the sectarian groups, 

Lebanese power-sharing provides representation for all “minority” factions. Political 

representation in the country is divided equally between Christians and Muslims on a 

six-to-six ratio, and this distribution is applied to the Parliament, army, and public posts. 
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Although the six-to-six ratio is applied to the two broad groups of Christians and 

Muslims, each group is further divided to accommodate for its different sects. This is 

clearly shown in the figures below. The seat distribution detailed in these figures takes 

into account demographic, geographic, and religious factors in Lebanon. 

 

 

Figure 7: Six-to-Six Distribution in Parliament (Ajroudi & Chughtai, 2018) 
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Figure 8: Sectarian Distribution of Parliamentary Seats in Each of the Electoral Districts 

for the 2018 Parliamentary Elections (Ghaddar, 2018) 

Furthermore, Lebanese politics is dominated by what is known as the Troika – 

the Maronite President, Sunni Prime Minister, and Shia Speaker of Parliament 

(Salamey, 2013). The Taef Agreement shifted authority from Presidential to 

Parliamentarian, for example, by eliminating the President’s authority to dissolve the 

Parliament, and decision-making became equally shared among the three, with mutual 

interdependence in the process (Horn, 2008). 

The cabinet follows, as well, parity between Christians and Muslims, and is 

inclusive of several sects, not just the three main sects represented by the Troika. In 

order to assume its functions, a Lebanese cabinet has to “gain the confidence” of the 

Parliament, which is elected by the people and which votes to elect the President of the 

Republic (Horn, 2008; Salamey, 2013). 

The judicial branch is also divided, with civil courts arbitrating civil matters and 

religious courts arbitrating personal status matters, such as marriage, divorce, 

inheritance, custody, and others (Salamey, 2013). 
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The Taef Agreement stipulates other important provisions that have not been 

implemented in Lebanon. For instance, although it institutionalizes sectarian 

representation quotas, it mentions the need to devise a road map towards the 

abolishment of sectarianism. In line with this, it proposes a bicameral model where the 

Parliament would be elected on a national rather than confessional basis, and the Senate 

(Majles Ash-Shouyoukh) would represent all spiritual leaders (Muhanna, 2021). 

However, the agreement does not mention any definite time-frame for the shift away 

from sectarianism nor a clear work plan on how to achieve the transformation, with the 

exception of stipulating the formation of a specialized committee to get the transition 

done. 

Finally, Syrian tutelage was imposed in Lebanon for two years to oversee the 

implementation of the Taef but was extended despite discontent from a significant 

portion of the population. The extension was justified under the pretext that the Taef had 

not yet been implemented in full, especially as regards abolishing sectarianism. In 2005, 

however, Syrian tutelage ended in the country, particularly as it was faced with 

increased popular opposition (Beth, 2021). 

The Doha Agreement 

In 2008, further amendments were introduced to the power-sharing arrangement 

in Lebanon following negotiations in Doha. These negotiations came as a result of a 

political crisis that arose after the resignation of several Shia ministers in light of the 

constant power struggle and need for better representation. The conflict further escalated 

leading to a few violent clashes that were contained and did not turn large-scale 

(Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada, 2008). The most prominent outcome of the 

Doha Agreement is the establishment of a “national unity” government, a practice that 

prevails in Lebanon until present-day (Salamey, 2013). To elaborate, the parties/groups 

that win elections in Lebanon no longer dominate government formation. Opposition is 

given an “obstructional third” constituting a form of veto power. In terms of numbers, a 

typical cabinet is composed of 30 members appointed as follows: 16 members from the 

winning group, 11 opposition members, 3 members appointed by the President of the 

Republic (Bakri & Cowell, 2008). In addition, the Doha Agreement formalized 
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relationships between Lebanon and Syria for the first time since Lebanese independence 

in 1943, and mutual recognition of independence and sovereignty was established 

between the two countries (Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada, 2008). 

The Lebanese Electoral Law 

After the conclusion of the Taef Agreement and until 2009, five elections took 

place in Lebanon following the same electoral law. In the winner-takes-it-all block-vote 

electoral design adopted throughout this period, parties/candidates formed complete 

multi-sectarian lists in conformity with the seats specified for each electorate along 

sectarian lines. Lebanese voters within each electorate voted for the list of their 

preference but had the right to cross out candidates and replace them with candidates 

from other lists, provided that they belong to the same confessional group. Candidates 

from all lists who receive the highest number of votes for each sectarian seat reach 

Parliament (Rosiny, 2015). After 2009, however, Lebanon witnessed a nine-year 

electoral gap which led to the issuance of a new electoral law in 2017 implemented in 

the 2018 parliamentary elections. The new law parted from the winner-takes-it-all model 

to establish a system of “hybrid proportionality” (Humud, 2018). In the framework of 

the 2017 law, Lebanese voters are required to vote for a complete list running in their 

electorate and for one preferred candidate from their district. The possibility of crossing 

out candidates and replacing them with others was eliminated, and the sectarian 

assignment of seats within each electorate was maintained. It is important to review 

Article 98 of the 2017 Electoral Law in order to clarify the process: 

“1 - The number of MPs taken from each list will be determined by the percentage of 

votes each list gains. 

2 - The percentage of the seats earned by a list will be determined by the number of 

voters in each electoral district relative to the number of seats. 

3 - Lists which do not receive a high enough percentage of votes to earn a seat will be 

eliminated and votes will be counted again based on the lists that met the threshold 

percentage to earn a seat. 

4 - The remaining seats will be distributed to the eligible lists that gained the largest 

percentage of votes remaining from the first division. This process shall be repeated in 

the same manner until all seats are distributed. 

[…] 

5 - After it is determined how many seats each list will be assigned, the candidates will 

be sorted from first to last, based on the percentage of preferential votes each candidate 

earned in their respective administrative district. The percentage of preferential votes for 
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each candidate will be determined by the number of overall preferential votes cast in 

their administrative district. 

[…] 

6 - The distribution of seats for the winning candidates will be determined with the 

highest vote getters from the top of each list. The first seat will be allocated to the 

candidate who receives the highest percentage of preferential votes and the second seat 

to the second-ranked candidate on the list and so on. 

7 - The seats will be distributed based on the following: 

- Seats in each district will be filled by winning candidates for a certain sect until the 

quota is complete. Once the quota is complete, the candidates who did not earn a seat 

will be eliminated. 

- If a list has not been completely filled with the specified quota and the distribution 

process reaches a candidate belonging to a list that has fulfilled its quota of seats, the 

seat will be passed on to the next eligible candidate.” (Lebanese Electoral Law, 2017) 

3.3  Classification of the Lebanese Power-Sharing Arrangement 

Lebanon is most commonly classified as a consociation (Lijphart, 1969; Khalaf 

S. , 1987; Salamey, 2013). Although, in a broad sense, it does meat Lijphart’s four 

elements or principles of consociation, it does deviate in certain specificities and 

displays characteristics of other models, namely centripetalism. 

Consociational Elements in Lebanese Power-Sharing 

As reviewed in section 2.3, Arend Lijphart (1998) identifies four principles or 

elements of consociationalism: grand coalition, proportional representation, segmental 

autonomy, and mutual (minority) veto. An analysis of the Lebanese model demonstrates 

that the political arrangement does indeed account for these elements allowing the broad 

classification of Lebanon as a consociational democracy. To begin with, grand coalition 

is apparent in the Lebanese system through the Troika. Decision-making is contingent 

upon cooperation and consensus between the Maronite President, Sunni Prime Minister, 

and Shia Speaker of Parliament (Horn, 2008; Fakhoury, 2014). In addition, the condition 

of forming “national unity” cabinets brought about by the Doha Agreement further 

strengthened the principle of grand coalition by integrating the opposition in the cabinet. 

Proportional representation is also evident in the Lebanese power-sharing arrangement. 

Although no population census has allowed for mapping the exact proportions of 

Christians and Muslims in Lebanon, which led to adopting parity between the two 

groups – a practice which is criticized for hindering proper representativeness –, 

proportionality is adopted within these two groups through the allocation of seats and 
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posts according to the size of the constituent confessional group (Rosiny, 2015). 

Segmental autonomy, as well, has long been practiced in Lebanon with religious 

communities governing their own affairs. This is most clearly manifested in religious 

courts which take charge of arbitrating all the personal status affairs of confessional 

group members, as well as in religious schools, organizations, and charities (Rosiny, 

2015; Majed, 2012). Finally, mutual veto is promoted in Lebanese politics through the 

Taef Agreement, which diminished the Maronite President’s powers and distributed 

decision-making among the representative Troika. It is also further enhanced in the 

“national unity” cabinet (Rosiny, 2015). With the four principles of consociationalism 

fulfilled, Lebanon can be broadly categorized as a consociation; however, that does not 

necessarily entail the exclusion of interplay with other power-sharing features. 

Centripetal Elements in Lebanese Power-Sharing 

Although the Lebanese power-sharing model is broadly consociational, an 

examination of its electoral law and dynamics, as well as the text of the Taef 

Agreement, reveal the presence of centripetal elements. In terms of elections, the 

established laws promote inter-group alliances and coalitions, as well as vote pooling, 

all of which are centripetal elements (Salloukh, 2006). These characteristics had applied 

in the pre-2017 electoral laws and still apply in the current reformed system. That is 

because the formation of non-homogenous electorates or districts and the requisite of 

forming multi-sectarian lists demand pre-election cross-group cooperation in addition to 

discourse that encourages support from different communal groups, and that, with a 

view to gather the highest number of votes (Rosiny, 2015; Petrikkos, 2019). The 

preferential vote feature introduced in the new hybrid electoral law is another centripetal 

element within the Lebanese political system. The figure below clarifies inter-group 

cooperation dynamics in the latest Lebanese elections. In order to better understand its 

significance, it is important to mention that Lebanese parties are often homogenous in 

sect/religion. Therefore, inter-party alliances reflect inter-sectarian cooperation (Atallah 

& Zoughaib, 2019). 
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Furthermore, the Taef Agreement, as written, introduced several important 

centripetal elements which were not fully implemented. For instance, the 

abovementioned bicameral legislative authority constitutes a centripetal feature that 

allows symbolic representation of confessional groups in the Senate and allows the 

nationally-elected Parliament to focus on a national agenda. This initiative is to be 

followed by the establishment of a Constitutional Council concerned with Constitutional 

matters, especially those related to sectarianism and its abolishment. In fact, abolishing 

sectarianism cannot be achieved without a centripetal transition which does not favor 

rigid institutionalization of sectarian quotas and power-distributions (Rosiny, 2015). 

Such a process requires the formation of a specialized council to devise a roadmap that 

helps achieve this goal. In order to ensure a proper transition, balanced socio-economic 

growth, proper non-sectarian education, and national awareness would have to take 

place, all of which are centripetal elements touched upon in the Taef Agreement (see 

Sections, II.G, I.c, I.h, III. E) (The National Accord Document - Taef Agreement, 1989; 

Rosiny, 2015). 

Figure 9: Inter-Group Alliances in the 2018 Lebanese Elections (Atallah & Zoughaib, 

2019) 
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3.4  Evaluating the Lebanese Power-Sharing Model 

The Lebanese power-sharing model is certainly an important case that has been 

the focus of an abundance of studies. This is particularly due to the strengths it has 

displayed. Most evidently, it has demonstrated intriguing resilience to crises, especially 

since the conclusion of the Taef Agreement until present day. In fact, it has been capable 

of overcoming numerous crises and preventing the large-scale outbreak of violence. 

Even after the 15-year Civil War before the Taef, Lebanese power-sharing was not 

eliminated but rather revamped and consolidated (Fakhoury, 2014). Today, Lebanon has 

been facing an economic and political system crisis for three years (2019-present), yet 

its power-sharing model has remained uncontested up until now. The 2022 

Parliamentary elections are expected to take place following the same 2017 electoral 

law, and sectarian quotas remain in place for Parliamentary seats. Another interesting 

upside of the Lebanese power-sharing arrangement is that it has saved the country from 

being driven into authoritarianism, which is prevalent in several neighboring countries 

(Rosiny, 2015; Fakhoury, 2014). Since Lebanon’s independence and up until early 2022 

at least (Lebanon’s democracy was contested, as the regime was classified as 

authoritarian for the first time in the Democracy Index (The Economist, 2022)), 

Lebanon has gained international recognition as a democratic country, and its people 

have enjoyed a significant margin of freedom and participation in decision-making 

(Makdisi & Marktanner, 2009). Although it is not a typical majoritarian democracy, its 

system is most often classified as a “consociational democracy” (Andeweg, 2000; 

Lijphart, 1969) due to the role of citizens in the political sphere. The power-sharing 

formula has additionally allowed an important degree of freedom and autonomy for the 

different communal groups, who enjoyed protection of their rights and were capable of 

being integrated in the society and system, thus avoiding marginalization (Nagle, 2018). 

Nevertheless, the Lebanese power-sharing model revealed significant limitations 

that are important to overcome if the system is to implemented on the longer run, and if 

the Lebanese experience is to inform policy in conflicted plural societies. To start with, 

“Corporate consociationalism” – which distributes seats and positions along rigid 

confessional lines – institutionalized consociational principles and led to immobility and 
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lack of flexibility and adaptability (Salamey, 2009). This is one of the main problems 

identified by Horowitz as inherent in the consociational model (2014). However, it came 

as a result of historical and long years of consociational power-sharing that date back 

even before independence. This entrenchment and rigid institutionalization of 

consociational principles, coupled with path dependency, impeded all efforts to move 

towards any concrete transition or exit (Salloukh, 2006). It also led to weakened ability 

to account for the changing demography of communal groups and to confront domestic 

and regional challenges, which exploded in the in 2019 economic and political crisis. 

Moreover, the consociational model in Lebanon strengthened the elite, hence promoting 

patron-client networks. Given that the directional flow of the consociational power-

sharing model is from the center (government) towards communal elite, it increased 

reliance on prominent communal figures for services usually provided by a stronger 

central government (Salamey, 2009). 

Alongside important pitfalls resulting from long-term consociational elements, 

centripetal elements embedded in the Lebanese power-sharing arrangements were 

counter-effective, as they hindered peacebuilding, inter-group harmony, and long-term 

peacebuilding (Salloukh, 2006). This counter-effectiveness, however, was not due to 

issues inherent in these centripetal elements, but the specificities of the Lebanese 

context, mainly the deep entrenchment of consociationalism, which prevented any real 

transition towards large-scale centripetalism (Rosiny, 2015). On the contrary, while a 

few centripetal elements were introduced into the model, they were faced with increased 

consociationalism, a practice which undermined effectiveness. For instance, increased 

inter-group alliances brought about by centripetal elements in electoral laws were 

paralleled with deeper institutionalization of sectarian quotas in the Taef Agreement. 

With a number of parliamentary seats already guaranteed for each group, intergroup 

alliances quickly hindered post-elections, and elites returned to focusing on growing 

their clientele networks. This is possible because these elites are well-aware that they 

will have their seats preserved for them in coming elections almost regardless of 

performance, and that, due to weak accountability stemming from quota 

institutionalization and veto power (Roumie, 2020; Horn, 2008; Rosiny, 2015). 

Moreover, elite control of the system led to gerrymandering, and the electorates 
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identified undermined the capacity of elections to achieve the desired outcomes (Rosiny, 

2015). Another example is the adoption of the 2005 Doha Agreement, which 

strengthened consociationalism through preventing the formation of a majority 

government and mandating a “national unity” government, which further contributes to 

immobility, veto, and deadlock. As a result, efforts undertaken and coalitions 

established to win elections are hampered by the inability of the winning block to work 

towards its preached agenda, as it has to accommodate for veto by the opposition. 

Furthermore, the current state of Lebanese power-sharing falls short of what it 

should have been had it fully implemented the Taef Agreement. As explained earlier, 

the Taef Agreement introduced an “exit strategy” that can be achieved by the gradual 

integration of centripetal elements, such as the bicameral legislative arrangement, 

balanced socio-economic growth, and non-sectarian education, which would have led to 

the loosening of rigid sectarian quotas and paved the way for their abolishment and the 

establishment of an integrationist model. Such reforms and changes were not achieved, 

however, due to the privileges enjoyed by the elite in the current power-sharing model. 

Once crises are stabilized by the amendment of sectarian quotas for better 

representation, the elite opt out of implementing any reforms that could lead to the 

abolishment of the same system that fed their wealth and clientele linkages. This, again, 

is possible due to historical and long-term stable consociational power-sharing, which 

allowed the benefitting elite to get too comfortable to initiate any real change (Rosiny, 

2015). Such a disadvantage is likely to be overcome with proper third-party oversight on 

the implementation. However, the choice of Syria as an oversight body or “regulator” 

was faced by popular opposition and was highly contested because of Syria’s historical 

and war-time role in Lebanon, which decreased its legitimacy. It is often argued that 

Syria’s role led, in the first place, to the advancement of its regional and national 

agenda, rather than serving Lebanese interests (Bahout, 2016). 

In conclusion, Lebanon is a case of consociational power-sharing that “stayed 

too long” to the extent that it led to a “failed transition” out of the “trap of 

consociationalism” (Makdisi & Marktanner, 2009; Rosiny, 2015). Nevertheless, it 

provides important lessons that post-war Syria can benefit from if it were to implement a 
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power-sharing arrangement. In brief, the Lebanese case suggests that a broadly 

consociational model might be capable of preventing relapse of violence, but intense 

institutionalization and rigidity of power-sharing might lead to immobility, paralysis, 

and lack of reform. 
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Chapter Four 

The Case of Iraqi Power-Sharing 

4.1  Pluralism in Iraq 

Iraq, like several Middle Eastern countries including Lebanon and Syria, is non-

homogeneous in terms of population. It has a relatively large population exceeding 30 

million, and it has been known for its numerous communal ethnic and sectarian groups. 

Prior to several accounts of ethnic cleansing, persecution, or forced displacement, the 

Iraqi population was composed of 30 co-existing ethno-religious groups (Mamouri, 

2014). Prominent among the diverse ethnic groups are Arabs, Kurds, Turkmen, 

Assyrians, Chaldeans, Armenians, a black African community, Roma, Shabaks, Yazidis, 

and others (Minority Rights Group International, 2018). The majority are Arabs with 75-

80% of the population, followed by Kurds with 15-20%. In terms of religious diversity, 

the main groups are a Shia population that constitutes 60-65% of the total Iraqis, a Sunni 

population with 32-37%, a historical Jewish community that fled the country, and a 

minority Christian population (Minority Rights Group International, 2018). Starting the 

19th century, ethnic and religious minority groups witnessed persecution and threatening 

genocides, which led to a decrease in their numbers. The first of these events was the 

Assyrian Christian “Sayfo” genocide, followed by the slaughtering of Assyrians, the 

loss of the Jewish community, the persecution of Christians by ISIS, and even Sunni-

Shia strife and Sunni extremist vs. moderate Sunni conflicts that caused displacement 

and killings within Muslim communities (Mamouri, 2014). 

4.2  Managing Pluralism in Iraq 

Ottoman and British Rule 

Iraq has undergone different systems of governance leading to its current “loose” 

power-sharing model. Historically, it has been subject to rule by different empires, most 

recent of which is the Ottoman Empire. As it was inspired by the Roman model, the 

Ottoman Empire exercised indirect rule by co-opting both secular and religious notables 

who maintained authority (Özekin, 2020). It also upheld its millet system granting a 

degree of self-rule to the different ethno-religious groups, particularly non-Muslims 
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(Hathaway, 2008). Therefore, diverse communal groups were capable of achieving a 

significant degree of peaceful co-existence (Özekin, 2020). With the defeat of the 

Ottoman Empire, British Mandate was imposed on three Mesopotamian Ottoman 

provinces, which later became present-day Iraq. The arbitrariness in selecting the Basra, 

Baghdad, and Mosul provinces led to unrest among communal groups who had now lost 

constituency members previously living with them under one Ottoman Empire. In an 

attempt to remedy the situation, “Iraq” was placed under Sunni Hashemite rule, with 

continued indirect British Mandate authority. However, the reception of Hashemite rule 

was not as expected, especially among the Shia and Kurdish communities (Dawisha, 

2009). After the definite delineation of Iraqi borders, the previously-Mosul province 

explicitly opposed its integration into the new Iraq, especially because it had tribal, 

religious, and kinship ties with groups in Syria and Anatolia (Özekin, 2020). Modern 

Iraq thus emerged through the assimilation of a Shia (majority), Kurdish, and Sunni 

population under Sunni-Arab rule, overseen by British authority. Importantly, as well, 

British rule introduced the concepts of national and territorial identity, as opposed to 

communal identity long practiced under Ottoman rule. This helped pave the way for 

Arab nationalism under Ba’ath Party rule. 

“Secular” Iraq under Ba’ath Rule 

With the termination of the British Mandate over Iraq, the Hashemite Kingdom 

continued for a short-lived period throughout which the possibility of uniting Iraq and 

Jordan was under-study. However, these efforts were toppled by Ba’athist military 

campaigns and seize of power. With the rise of Ba’athist rule, the dynamics of Iraqi 

politics changed. The nation-state concept became more clearly articulated, as the 

Ba’ath Party sought to create a unified state with a strong sense of national identity. By 

doing so, it “sought to transcend sectarian identity, not through inclusion but through 

negation” (Haddad, 2014). In order to solidify its legitimacy and maintain rule, the Iraqi 

Republic was imposed through authoritarianism. Rather than raise gradual awareness 

regarding national identity or adopt strategies that can promote state-level above group 

affiliation, Ba’ath rule opted for “homogenizing” the territory through thwarting all non-

national sentiments (Haddad, 2014). Communal competition within the nation-state 

model transformed from the religious sphere to the political sphere, and communal 
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groups competed over political power. This proved problematic for the Shia and Kurds 

who historically enjoyed a strong sense of communal identity, as well as a margin of 

self-rule (Thoman, 1972). Saddam Hussein, the Ba’athist autocrat who ruled Iraq for 

nearly 25 years is often accused of instrumentalizing sectarianism by favoring the Sunni 

community over other communities allegedly displaying non-national sentiment. 

Repression of religious and non-Arab identity was explicitly manifested in regime-

committed atrocities again Shia and Kurdish communities in 1988 and throughout the 

Gulf War (Özekin, 2020). As Iraq was already troubled with the Kurdish question and 

sectarian fragmentation under imposed secularism, Saddam Hussein’s regime came to 

an end with the US intervention in the country. 

Power-Sharing in Iraq 

In 2003, US-led forces arrived in Iraq within the framework of the “global war 

on terror”. It had set two principal goals: ousting Saddam Hussein and democratizing the 

country. US “pre-emptive attacks” succeeded in achieving the first target, but the second 

proved rather difficult. Within weeks, the regime was toppled and the Iraqi people were 

given the chance to work under US guidance to devise a new system of governance. It is 

important to mention, however, that the use of force by the US was apprehended by 

certain factions of the Iraqi population, especially Ba’athism supporters and a significant 

portion of the Sunni community (Özekin, 2020). In order to remedy the situation, the US 

kick-started the process of transforming the political system through the establishment 

of the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) headed by US diplomat Paul Bremer 

(Haccius, 2018). The CPA established the Iraqi Governing Council (IGC), of which the 

membership was allocated, for the first time, along ethno-sectarian demographic lines. 

Out of 25 members, 13 were Shia, 5 were Sunni, 5 were Kurds, 1 was Turkmen, and 1 

was Assyrian. The IGC was, thus, the first explicit manifestation of power-sharing in 

Iraq (Özekin, 2020), and it drafted a fundamental law for Iraq, the Transitional 

Administrative Law (TAL). Interestingly, the TAL defined Iraq as a “republican, 

federal, democratic, and pluralistic state” (Haccius, 2018). It also set general provisions 

and a timeline for conducting elections and drafting a non-interim Constitution. 
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In line with TAL guidelines, an Interim Iraqi Government (IIG) was formed. The 

membership of this transitional government followed ethno-sectarian division, as well. 

Ayyad Allawi, a Shia, headed over the IIG and appointed Shia and Kurish Vice 

Presidents. No Sunni was appointed as Vice President because Sunnis were given the 

privilege to assume the position of Head of State (Aziz, 2017).  Posts within this interim 

Government were distributed among the different communal groups with 44% assigned 

for Shia, 27% for Sunnis, and 22% for Kurds. Two out of 36 members were from other 

minorities, Assyrian and Turkmen (Aziz, 2017).  

The IIG, which represented an executive power, elected the Interim National 

Council (INC), which constituted a legislative power tasked with overseeing elections. 

Similarly to other processes guided by US intervention, membership of the INC 

followed almost the same ethno-sectarian proportions as the IIG (Aziz, 2017). However, 

Sunnis, who had previously monopolized power, continuously felt under-represented 

and increasingly opposed US interventions. With diminishing Sunni power, harmony 

within the INC was greatly challenged, and increasing tensions led to Sunni withdrawal 

of the INC and boycott of the upcoming elections (Haccius, 2018). 

Despite Sunni boycott, the elections took place and the National Assembly was 

elected to replace the INC. Due to low Sunni participation in elections, the Sunni 

community was severely under-represented in legislative branch. The National 

Assembly formed the Special Committee in charge of drafting the Constitution, and 

both featured rigorous Shia and Kurdish participation, as opposed to low Sunni 

engagement (Morrow, 2005). With the completion of Constitution drafting and its 

adoption through public referendum, though contested (Morrow, 2005), Iraq was 

officially recognized as a federation. Iraq was hence divided into Kurdistan and “main 

Iraq”, the latter of which comprises of fifteen governorates, each of which is given the 

freedom to determine its separation into federal region through referendum (Haccius, 

2018).  

Constitutional Power-Sharing 

Constitutionally, federalism is expressed through wide decentralization. Even 

though only two federal regions are strictly defined in the Constitution – Kurdistan and 
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the “main land” – demonstrating no strict sectarianism, the smaller administrative units 

do have the option to form into federal regions along ethno-religious or other lines. Each 

region is to define its own Constitution, as well as its legislative, executive, and judicial 

branches, which should not contradict federal dispositions. In specific cases, however, 

the application of federal law may be revisited, and the regional law may be favored. 

Amendment of the Constitution is to occur through popular referendum and a 2/3 

Parliamentary majority (Haccius, 2018). 

According to the Constitution, the legislative branch is elected by the people 

through proportional representation. It is composed of two bodies: a Council of 

Representatives and a Federal Council. The former represents the whole of the Iraqi 

people, while the latter is composed of communal representatives. Although stipulated 

in the Constitution, the Federal Council has not recently been established (Danilovich, 

2020). The Council of Representatives forms the government, which is a majority 

government largely representing the winning block in Parliament. It also elects the 

Presidential Council formed of three members, a President and two Vice Presidents, 

representing the three main communal groups: Kurds, Shia, and Sunni. Presidential 

Council decisions have to be taken unanimously, so as to not marginalize any major 

ethno-religious community. In other words, Parliament draft laws or bills have to be 

approved by the three members in order to enter into force. After 2010, however, the 

Presidential Council changed its practice and was given authority to pass laws by the 

President’s signature, i.e., without the need of approval from the Vice Presidents 

(Danilovich, 2020). The Council of Representatives and the government, both reflecting 

the majority block, elect the President, which enjoys restricted and symbolic powers 

within the Parliamentary system. Finally, the Iraqi Supreme Court exercises significant 

authority by examining the “constitutionality” of laws and settling disputes between the 

Federal Government and federal regions or directorates (Danilovich, 2020). 

The Iraqi Constitution also emphasizes “fair” distribution of oil wealth among 

the population. However, it does not specify a concrete mechanism for such a 

distribution nor the body that will take on this responsibility. In addition, it fails to 

address the issue of oil in disputed areas, as well as the discovery of new oil fields 
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(Petrikkos, 2019). Given that most oil-rich areas are within the Kurdish federal region or 

Shia-dominated governorates, the Sunni population is often deprived from proper wealth 

distribution (Petrikkos, 2019). 

Furthermore, it is important to note that the Iraqi Constitution does not rigidly 

stipulate proportionality. It incorporates three articles that explicitly mention 

proportionality (Aziz, 2017). Article 112, mentions that oil and gas extraction wealth is 

to be distributed in a “fair manner in proportion to the population distribution in all parts 

of the country”. Article 9 states that “the Iraqi armed forces and security services will be 

composed of the components of the Iraqi people with due consideration given to their 

balance and representation without discrimination or exclusion”. Article 49 indicates 

that “The Council of Representatives shall consist of a number of members, at a ratio of 

one seat per 100,000 Iraqi persons representing the entire Iraqi people. They shall be 

elected through a direct secret general ballot. The representation of all components of 

the people shall be upheld in it” (Iraqi Constitution, 2005). However, all other articles 

“encourage” representation or proportionality while leaving it to practice, state 

institutions, and other laws to determine how (Aziz, 2017). 

Finally, Arabic and Kurdish are recognized as the formal language of the country 

in line with the main lingo-ethnic groups, and other minority languages such Turkman 

and Syriac are recognized as official languages in governorates where they are 

abundantly spoken (Bogaards, 2021). 

Extra-Constitutional Power-Sharing 

The practice of power-sharing in Iraq is not only bound to the Constitution. 

Important aspects of Iraqi governance take place extra-constitutionally, namely through 

the Muhasasa Taifiya (ethno-sectarian appointment) system and the electoral law with 

its reforms (Bourhrous, Shivan, Maddah, & Dylan, 2021; Stewart-Jolley, 2021). The 

Muhasasa Taifiya system is defined as an “informal bargain among the elite that divided 

the country along ethno-sectarian lines and used this as a basis for allocating public 

resources and positions in the state” (Bourhrous, Shivan, Maddah, & Dylan, 2021). 

Within the customary and un-written provisions of this system, the President is to be a 

Kurd, the Speaker of the Council of Representatives a Sunni, and the Prime Minister a 
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Shia selected by the President from the largest Parliamentary bloc (Dodge, 2020). The 

Shia Prime Minister forms a grand coalition or “national unity” government 

representative of all parliamentary groups. This opposes the concept of majority 

government stipulated in the Constitution. Moreover, negotiating government formation 

entails negotiating the senior civil servants who assume ministerial positions. All 

appointments follow the principle of ethno-sectarian proportionality (Dodge, 2020). 

The electoral law in Iraq also contributes significantly to the practice of Iraqi 

politics. The electoral law of 2005 provided for a proportional voting closed-list system 

to elect 245 seats divided as follows: 230 seats distributed among the 18 federal 

administrative units and 45 “compensatory” seats for parties who got relatively high 

votes but did not proportionally win seats. The whole of Iraq was taken as one electoral 

district. The party that wins the most seats in Parliament has the privilege of forming a 

majority government (Stewart-Jolley, 2021). This electoral law was reformed prior to 

the 2010 elections. The total number of seats was increased to 325, 8 seats were 

reserved for minority communities, open-lists were adopted, and government formation 

became the privilege of the party capable of forming the largest coalition or “national 

unity” government. Iraq was also divided into several districts (Abu Ltaif, 2015). In 

2014, three more seats were added, and allocation of seats followed the Sainte Lague 

method, meaning that after the first seat threshold it met, the number of votes is divided 

by three, then by five, and so on so forth with the next consecutive odd number 

(Stewart-Jolley, 2021). The 2018 electoral law witnessed, once again, reforms. It shifted 

towards the adoption of constituencies based on district and a single non-transferable 

vote system. This changed seat allocation to a “first-past-the-post” arrangement rather 

than other methods necessary in the previous proportional representation laws, and it 

eliminated the option for redistribution of “surplus” (Stewart-Jolley, 2021). 

4.3  Classification of the Iraqi Power-Sharing Arrangement 

The Iraqi power-sharing model is often classified as a “loose” or “light” federal 

consociation (Bogaards, 2021; Aziz, 2017; Dodge, 2020). This means that it does meet 

the principles of consociationalism; however, they are not necessarily emphasized or 

stipulated formally in the Constitution or law. Importantly, it is the policy of the US 
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authority that initiated consociational power-sharing for the first time through the 

formation of the IGC and other bodies. Iraqis continued this practice afterwards, 

especially in informal or extra-constitutional practices (Aziz, 2017). The following table 

is adapted from the work of Bogaards (2021) and Aziz (2017) in order to elaborate 

consociational elements present in the Iraqi federal system. 

Table 3: Consociational Elements in Federal Iraq - Adapted from Bogaards (2021) and 

Aziz (2017) 

Consociational Principle Constitutionally Extra-Constitutionally 

Proportionality - Articles 9, 49, 112 

(described above) 

- Practice of assigning 

senior civil servant 

posts according to 

ethno-sectarian 

proportionality 

- Proportional 

representation in the 

electoral law 

Grand Coalition - The formation of 

Presidential Council 

from the three main 

sects 

- The Head of State is a 

Kurd, the Speaker of 

the Council of 

Representatives a 

Sunni, and the Prime 

Minister a Shia 

Mutual Veto - Presidential Council 

has veto and its 

approval on draft laws 

has to be unanimous 

- Two-thirds majority + 

popular referendum + 

President ratification 

- National Unity 

government 
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for Constitution 

amendment 

Segmental Autonomy - Separation of 

Kurdistan from the 

“main region” through 

federation 

- Administrative unites 

(governorates) have the 

right to become federal 

regions  

- Federal regions set 

their own legislative, 

executive, and judicial 

branches provided that 

it is conform to Federal 

Law (with certain 

exceptions) 

- Protection of freedoms 

and rights 

- Arabic and Kurdish as 

formal languages, 

other languages of 

ethnic minorities 

recognized as formal 

languages in specific 

governorates 

 

 

Due to formal federal separation of regions, the introduction of centripetal 

elements is difficult due to the rigidity of communal autonomy. Indeed, it is likely that 

Sunni and Kurdish communities would not favor centripetal elements, as Kurds already 
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enjoy federal autonomy, and the Sunni-dominated governorates are initiating efforts for 

federal separation. The Shia community, on the other hand, would work towards greater 

centripetalism and a stronger central government, as they are gradually increasing their 

role in ruling the country (Al Qarawee, 2014). However, the electoral law and its 

reforms did reflect one centripetal element, vote pooling, especially strengthened 

through the single non-transferable vote system (Bogaards, 2019). In addition, 

bicameralism is stipulated in the Constitution but was not properly implemented. 

4.4  Evaluating the Iraqi Model 

The Iraqi federal consociation remains highly contested. It is volatile and 

rapidly-changing, but it succeeded in one main aspect: liberating Iraq from explicit 

authoritarianism. Nevertheless, it revealed significant setbacks that are important to 

discuss if effective reforms are to be implemented, and if the Iraqi case is to inform 

policy elsewhere. The most prominent downside of the Iraqi model is its consociational 

elements are “fluid”. It is a failed case of “liberal” or “light” consociationalism 

(Bogaards, 2021; Dodge, 2020). Consociationalism could not fulfill its expected 

potential due to its “partial implementation” and the changing practices stemming from 

lack of legal or constitutional guarantee (Aziz, 2017). Proportional representation, 

consecrated through the electoral laws, is the only consociational element that has been 

unwavering in Iraq since the beginning of power-sharing. Grand coalition, mutual veto, 

and segmental autonomy have not been fully implemented or have witnessed changing 

degrees of implementation (Aziz, 2017). For instance, the right of governorates to form 

separate federal regions – as part of segmental autonomy – has not been effective since 

the establishment of the federation. Sunni initiatives for increased autonomy have 

frequently been undermined by an increasingly strong Shia dominated central 

government. Indeed, post 2010, the fluidity of the model allowed the Shia bloc, which 

receives parliamentary majority, to weaken mutual veto through overlooking 

constitutional provisions related to the Presidential Council and other bodies. Mutual 

veto had been previously partially practiced. Grand coalition met the same fate. Pre-

2010, it had been partially reflected in “national unity” governments, which were later 

weakened with increased Shia domination of politics. Had there been provisions that 
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guarantee all these elements, the model would have likely achieved consistent and more 

pronounced outcomes (Aziz, 2017). “Light” consociationalism also failed in the proper 

distribution of oil wealth. The ambiguity of the Constitution regarding the proportional 

distribution of oil income led to monopoly by Kurds, followed by Shias, while the 

Sunnis were deprived of their share (Bogaards, 2021). Importantly, as well, the Iraqi 

model does not prevent exclusion of communal groups, and is such an exclusion occurs, 

there can be no constitutional accountability (Bogaards, 2021). 

Another pitfall of the Iraqi power-sharing model is that its informal 

consociationalism has led to widespread corruption (Dodge, 2020). Since parliamentary-

level party negotiations guide the appointment of senior civil service positions, political 

parties have increasingly used these appointments as an easy channel for party funding 

and resources. Such corruption has marginalized a significant portion of the non-elite 

population, which has nurtured feelings of resentment towards the political system as a 

whole (Dodge, 2020). 

The flawed process behind designing the power-sharing model in Iraq is an 

important factor that has contributed to its weakness (Haccius, 2018). US intervention in 

Iraq imposed the political system transformation and set tight deadlines. This prevented 

the groups involved from properly addressing all outstanding issues and communal 

fears, especially on the Sunni side. In fact, due to the inflexible deadline, the Sunni 

boycott failed to suspend the process, a matter which led to Sunni marginalization in 

design, and later on, power (Haccius, 2018). Moreover, US introduction of power-

sharing in the formation of the IIG and other bodies set the tone for power-sharing 

practices, most of which were continued informally. It also led to decreased legitimacy 

of the model, which can be perceived as imposed from above by an international 

authority not accepted by the whole of the population. In short, US influence and short 

time limits led to the creation of a “one-size fits all arrangement” incapable of catering 

for specific Iraqi needs and promoting true peacebuilding (Haccius, 2018). 

Finally, prior to US invasion, Iraq had been a “secular” authoritarian unitary 

state with no close history of power-sharing. Therefore, the immediate shift to 

federalism created a serious of risk secession, as demonstrated clearly by Kurdistan and 
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its separatist initiatives. It also undermined any real possibility of raising national 

awareness or implementing effective centripetal elements as an exit strategy from 

consociationalism and power-sharing. 

All in all, the Iraqi power-sharing experience emphasizes the importance of 

establishing a fully-sorted power-sharing arrangement, of which the details are 

stipulated in a binding legal document, as to avoid partial or lack of implementation, or 

monopoly of power by one of the involved groups. In addition, it highlights the 

importance of the negotiations process and indicates that top-down models imposed by 

foreign actors may not yield the desired outcomes. Such lessons can certainly be of 

importance to post-war Syria if a power-sharing model is to be adopted, as they can 

provide important insight regarding the foundation or establishment phase. 
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Chapter Five 

Lessons Learned and Recommendations 

More than eleven years of turbulence and violence in Syria have led the country 

to a point of no return. It has become highly unlikely that effective peace be achieved 

following the same authoritarian governance system. Therefore, among the possible 

models discussed for post-war Syria is a power-sharing model, capable of instigating 

peace among warring factions through guaranteeing group participation in rule and non-

marginalization (Rosiny, 2013). However, an examination of such models in the region 

indicates that power-sharing has to be implemented with caution. In particular, the cases 

of Lebanon and Iraq, explored above, provide insights that can prove helpful in 

informing power-sharing policy in Syria. 

5.1  Lessons from Lebanon and Iraq 

Through their successes, failures, and current state, the Lebanese and Iraqi 

experiences can help deduce important power-sharing conclusions. The Lebanese 

experience most prominently demonstrates that power-sharing arrangements have to 

incorporate, since the beginning, a clear and time-bound “exit strategy”. That is because 

long-term, rigid, and institutionalized power-sharing can lead to entrenchment, lack of 

mobility, and political deadlock. In fact, in the case of Lebanon, significant reform to the 

power-sharing model, as is the case in the Taef or Doha Agreements, only followed after 

a serious internal threat to national peace and security. At the same time, lack of reform 

in times of peace and stability creates grievances among communities who feel under-

represented or who have witnessed changing demographics. 

On the other hand, the Iraqi experience is a case in point against the immediate 

establishment of “light” power-sharing. Without comprehensive laws that direct power-

sharing, the model becomes increasingly volatile and subject to manipulation and 

monopoly by the most powerful group, which is often the group with the highest 

numbers in the legislative body. Clarity in defining power-sharing elements promote 
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implementation and provide a legal tool for accountability in case of non-

implementation. This is necessary for the effectiveness of the model and provides a 

benchmark for future assessment and evaluation. In addition, the immediate 

transformation of Iraq into a federal republic proved to increase the threat of separation 

and fragmentation and hinder prospects for a stronger national identity and ultimate 

unity. 

Furthermore, the two cases present additional lessons that have to be considered 

in power-sharing models. For instance, a true and accurate representation of the 

population prevents problems stemming for under-representation, at least on the 

relatively short-term. In order to ensure such representative, a population census can be 

a useful tool. Moreover, the exclusion of one or more groups from the negotiations 

process or the power-sharing arrangement itself is a warning signal of future problems. 

The process preceding the establishment of the power-sharing arrangement and 

the role of external actors are also important. Both the Syrian tutelage in Lebanon and 

the US intervention in Iraq hindered power-sharing legitimacy and led to popular 

discontent. This indicates a need for grass-root initiation of the model, extensive 

participation in the design process, and/or widespread popular support of the 

arrangement. The role of external actors has to be limited to facilitation, mediation, and 

provision of support for the power-sharing model. Along these lines, an oversight 

mechanism is required to follow-up on implementation as to not fall into the mistake of 

an “unfulfilled Taef”. 

Finally, any power-sharing model has to be tailored to the specificities and 

internal dynamics of the country. The adoption of a “one-size fits all model” is likely to 

result in problems stemming from state-level and subnational considerations. A power-

sharing model is also not sufficient itself to ensure long-term peace and stability. It has 

to be coupled with balanced growth and proper national identity awareness and 

education.  

Lessons deduced from the Iraqi and Lebanese power-sharing experience are 

hence summarized in the table below: 
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Table 4: Lessons Deduced from Lebanon and Iraq 

Requisite Lebanon Comments Iraq Comments 

Proper legal 

framework and 

lack of 

ambiguity 

✓  Model details 

are elaborated 

in the National 

Pact, 

Constitution, 

Taef 

Agreement, 

and Doha 

Agreement 

o  Constitution 

emphasizes 

certain 

elements but 

leaves others 

ambiguous 

Accurate 

population 

representation 

X No census 

conducted; 

Muslim-

Christian 

proportionality 

follows a 6:6 

ratio although 

demographics 

have changed 

o  No census 

conduct; 

partially 

achieved with 

the 

Proportional 

Representation 

electoral 

system 

(especially as 

applied in the 

earlier 

elections) 

Clear exit 

strategy 

o  Prospects for 

an exit strategy 

were 

introduced in 

the Taef 

X No clearly 

defined exit 

strategy (even 

theoretically); 

constitutional 
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Agreement but 

were never 

fully 

implemented; 

no clear time-

frame for 

achieving the 

transition 

federalism 

makes it 

difficult to 

return to a 

different 

political system 

under a unitary 

state  

Limited 

external 

influence 

X Syrian tutelage X US-led process  

National 

initiative and 

grassroot 

support 

o  National Pact is 

a national 

initiative that 

reflects popular 

support of 

power-sharing; 

influenced by 

historical 

power-sharing 

in the country; 

Taef and Doha 

Agreements 

were brokered 

outside the 

country 

X Imposed by the 

US 

Legend: ✓ = met; ○ = partially met; X = not met 
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5.2  A Path Forward for Syria 

Based on the conducted analysis, a power-sharing model in Syria should meet 

the above requirements in order to avoid as many pitfalls as possible and increase its 

prospects for success, long-term peace, and stability. Accordingly, the following power-

sharing process is suggested based on Rosiny’s work (2013), as well as the case-study 

findings. 

As a first step, a clearly-defined consociational power-sharing arrangement is 

suggested immediately post-war. Through its four elements of mutual veto, 

proportionality, grand coalition, and segmental autonomy, consociationalism can 

provide the guarantees necessary to reach a peace agreement. A consociational 

agreement defines no clear winner or loser. It rather involves the different key groups in 

the ruling bargain. This helps the system gain the support of the adversary parties 

(Agarin & McCulloch, 2020). The power-sharing model should be designed by the local 

actors who will prospectively participate in the political system. External actors can 

assume the role of mediators at this stage. Importantly, the political arrangement should 

ensure fair representation – if not through a full population census which might not be 

possible as a result of war, then by utilizing other updated government registries or 

documents. The details of the consociational power-sharing arrangement should account 

for contextual and state-level specificities and be clearly outlined in a recognized legal 

document within a reasonable time-frame. Consociationalism recognizes state fragility 

post-war and thus disperses previously-centralized powers among the different 

communal elites. By establishing negative peace, consociationalism gives communal 

elites the chance to manage political affairs in the first phase post-war. This is necessary 

in power-sharing immediately post-war, as the prevalence of a fragile central authority 

with a wide range of powers can be problematic (Gerring, Thacker, & Moreno, 2005). 

The flow of power in consociationalism is further clarified in the figure below: 
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Figure 10: Flow of Power in Consociational Arrangements 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The power-sharing law drafted by the groups involved in the bargain should, 

from the start, define an “exit-strategy” or a “transition” bound to logical time-frames. 

In order to succeed in transitioning away from consociationalism, this study suggests the 

gradual introduction of centripetal elements. Alongside political elements that support 

centripetalism, such as bicameralism, and electoral incentives that promote moderation 

and inter-group alliances, socio-economic and education initiatives that favor a 

centripetal model should complement the process. Such factors include balanced socio-

economic growth and the nurturing of alternative non-ethnosectarian identities through 

awareness-building (Rosiny, 2013). In other words, centripetal elements can build on the 

“negative peace” established through consociationalism to promote longer-term 

“positive peace”. The presence of centripetal elements will reverse the direction of 

power, as demonstrated in the figure below. This will pave the way for a stronger, 

recovered central authority mature enough to successfully transition out of the adopted 

power-sharing model. 
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Throughout this phase, external actors can support the reconstruction process 

and the achievement of balanced socio-economic growth. In order to ensure the 

implementation of the power-sharing model and the factors necessary for a successful 

transition, an oversight body can be formed incorporating qualified national and 

international members. The role of such a body can focus on assessment, reporting, and 

raising recommendations to the competent legislative or executive authorities. 

Ultimately, this two-step process can facilitate the transformation of the political 

system into a third non-transitionary and integrative model that is yet to be explored. 

The main actors in the Syrian power-sharing model are likely to reflect the key 

players that are capable of influencing political life and are, at the same time, 

representative of the population. An ethno-sectarian approach towards the Syrian society 

would yield Sunnis, Alawites/Shias, Druze, Christians, and Kurds as the main 

communal groups, thus fostering “plural” coexistence. However, power-sharing does 

not necessarily have to only accommodate ethnic or sectarian cleavages (Salamey & 

Rizk, 2018). Power-sharing can, for example, account for the main pro- and anti-

government groups, although this would require intense negotiations given the 

fragmentation within each of the two, especially the opposition. Furthermore, it is 

important to note, that identities overlap. The opposition, for example, is largely 

identified as Sunni (Dark, 2014) while pro-government groups are largely the 

Alawi/Shia and Christian population  (Evans, 2012; Balanche, 2018). The Kurds, on the 

other hand, have their own aspirations for an independent Kurdistan (Aftandilian, 2021).  

Stronger 

Central 

Authority 

Communal Elites 

Figure 11: Flow of Political Power with the 

Introduction of Centripetal Elements 
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5.3  Conclusion 

The discussion of power-sharing options for post-war Syria follows the post-

Cold War conflict resolution trend for violence tainted as “sectarian” or “ethnic”. 

Power-sharing has gained ground not only in the Middle East, particularly in Iraq, 

Lebanon, and possibly Yemen and Syria, but in diverse war-torn countries globally 

(Mabon & McCulloch, 2022). That is, in large part, due to its effectiveness in 

facilitating a peace agreement among the adversaries. However, power-sharing models 

vary greatly and take on different forms and practices depending on the global, regional, 

and state-level context. In addition, if not well-established, they may not be capable of 

promoting long-term peace and stability. 

In light of the above, this study explores which power-sharing model might be 

the most suitable in the context of post-war Syria. It invokes the consociationalism vs. 

centripetalism debate as two power-sharing alternatives. In order to formulate its 

argument, this study maps the work of scholars on the need for a power-sharing model, 

the consociationalism vs. centripetalism debate, and conflict management in Syria. It 

also conducts a comparative case study of the Iraqi and Lebanese power-sharing models 

in order to deduce policy lessons for Syria. 

The study thus contends that neither a purely consociational nor purely 

centripetal model is efficient for the case of Syria. A purely consociational model might 

be capable of instituting stability directly post-war, but it ultimately leads to rigidity, 

inflexibility, and as Horowitz calls it, an “immobilization problem”. This is evident in 

the case study of Lebanon. A purely centripetal model, on the other hand, might not be 

efficient as a first step in managing conflict in a society where communal groups express 

hostile and aggressive sentiments rather than moderate sentiments towards one another 

(Rosiny, 2013). Utilizing both the Lebanese and Iraqi experiences, this study draws 

requisites for a successful power-sharing arrangement, namely the presence of a clear 

legal framework underlying the power-sharing model, the development of a time-bound 

“exit-strategy” from immediate post-war power-sharing, accurate representation of the 

population, limited external influence on the power-sharing process, and grassroot 

support of the model. 
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In order to suggest a more elaborate way forward for Syria, this study concludes 

that it is indeed an “integrative” power-sharing model that can yield long-term peace-

building and stability (Salamey & Rizk, 2018). Such an integrative arrangement can be 

achieved through a transitional power-sharing model that utilizes both consociational 

and centripetal elements with a view to ultimately shift into a third, more unitary, system 

(Rosiny, 2013). A preliminary consociational arrangement can gradually become more 

integrative through the introduction of centripetal elements that would strengthen 

cooperation, moderation, flexibility, and non-communal identities. This gradual shift 

can pave the way for a successful transition into an ultimate model that can be upheld on 

the long-run without the need for very frequent reform. Thus, for Syria, an integrative 

power-sharing model would be broadly consociational, outlined clearly in a recognized 

legal document, but would gradually introduce centripetal elements that would provide 

an “exit-strategy” from the failures of consociation demonstrated in the Lebanese and 

Iraqi cases. The application of such a model and its implementation would then play an 

essential role in its success because, in both Lebanon and Iraq, the models were not fully 

or correctly implemented. The role of external actors throughout the process would be to 

invest in balanced socio-economic growth and reconstruction, as well as possibly take 

part in a qualified oversight body that assesses, reports, and recommends. As such, the 

“negative peace” achieved through consociationalism can turn into long-term “positive 

peace” with the introduction of centripetal efforts. 
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