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Crisis in Post-ArAb sPring nAtionAl DisCourse

Syria is not the first Arab nation-state to have experienced deep-seated 
political crises and violent conflict. Almost every pan-Arab nationalist 
republic has witnessed a similar course of rising political contestations and 
growing rifts between identity groups. Iraq paved the way whereby 
Kurdish and Shia discontent with the Ba’ath regime led to a deep legiti-
macy crisis, prompting international interventions and eventually violent 
confrontations. Libya, Sudan, Yemen, Lebanon, and now Syria have come 
to experience a similar fate, expressed by societal fragmentation and diver-
gence along sectarian, tribal, and regional lines.

Syria’s ethno-sectarian social fabric has burst out in unprecedented 
inter- and intraviolent conflict over the fate and nature of political power. 
Sunni, Alawite, Christian, Druze, Kurdish, Turkmen, and Assyrian groups 
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seem to have come to dispute not only that of Assad’s rule, but also Syria’s 
Arab, Islamic, secular, and/or federal nature. The differences are linked to 
Syria’s regional and international affiliations as well as closeness to major 
powers: Turkey, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Russia, Europe, and the United States. 
Many factors can be blamed for the eruption of conflict and the fallout of 
the social contract and similarities can be drawn with those being confronted 
in other Arab autocracies. Common to all is that half-a-century- old practices 
of nationalization projects have relentlessly sought to undermine communal 
differences in favor of a unified national identity.

Many minority groups in the Middle East and North Africa, whether 
ethnic, sectarian, tribal, or regional, have co-opted with secular Arab 
nationalism as a means to undermine communitarian differences and estab-
lish majoritarian rules based on political and ideological discourse rather 
than identity bases. Arabism was prophesied as an encompassing grand 
national affiliation that could accommodate regional subgroups under a 
secular state. Yet, this projection has hardly succeeded and the reign of 
nationalists in the region has attested to the fact that communitarian elitism 
and forced assimilation have only exacerbated domestic contentions.

In practice, the idea “united we stand and divided we fall,” which 
imprinted the ideology of Arab nationalism, was utilized to justify repres-
sion of dissent and the marginalization of communal voices. In most Arab 
republics, a state of emergency was declared and maintained for decades 
under the pretext of fighting external Arab enemies: Zionism, imperial-
ism, and colonialism, among others. The militarization of society in Arab 
nationalist republics became fully consumed with confrontations and con-
viction of urgency. “La Sawta Ya’alou Fawka Sawt Al-Maarakh” (no 
voice prevails over the barrel of the gun) was advanced while justifying 
autocratic reign: one party, one leader, and one citizen.

Still “unification reductionism” failed drastically to achieve any intended 
objectives. The short-lived United Arab Republic formed in 1958–1961 
between Syria and Egypt was followed by a series of similar collapses 
between Libya and Egypt while major disputes erupted between Libya and 
Algeria and factionalism vetted rivalry between Syrian and Iraqi branches of 
the ruling Ba’ath parties. Instead of winning the fight against the common 
enemy, Israel emerged triumphant in the 1967 Six Day War and soon 
thereafter Egypt signed the Camp David Peace Accords with Israel in 1978 
followed by Jordan and the Palestinian Authority in the 1990s.

The Arabism project under former Iraqi President and Arab nationalist 
Saddam Hussein sought to change the ethno-sectarian demographic 
 composition of cities such as Kirkuk and Baghdad and to play population 
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engineering in Mosul, Basra, and elsewhere to undermine a Kurdish or 
Shia conglomeration. The fallout of Hussein after a US military interven-
tion along with a Shia and Kurdish insurgency as well as the popular upris-
ings during the Arab Spring signaled a new regional political reality.

In an increasingly interconnected and interdependent globalized world, 
groups’ affiliations with the state and nation may take on a diverse and even 
a contradictory discourse. One can observe that in the globalized era, geog-
raphy may no longer be an essential factor in determining a group’s identity. 
The significance of national border seems to have lost relevance as groups 
and individuals discover commonalities and interests beyond the confine-
ments of a nation state’s borders. Sectarian and ethnic resurgence among 
Middle Eastern groups, bound by irredentist aspirations, is a case in point 
where Sunni, Shia, Christians, Kurds, Turkmen, Houthis, Amazigh, and 
others discover advantageous transnational associations (Salamey 2017).

But when communitarian groups reach out to their brethren beyond 
the nation, they often discover new powers and strategic relevance, a situ-
ation that strengthens their political position and heightens their particu-
larities in relation to other national groups.

Groups in Syria like other Arab countries have come to recognize that 
their political relevance in any political settlement and power arrangement 
is contingent upon their foreign backing. Iran’s support of the Shiites in 
Iraq and Saudi support to the anti-Houthi government in Yemen are clear 
demonstrations of a growing communitarian transnationalism.

Evidently, contemporary political reality reveals that the social pacts 
that have governed the multi-communitarian societies in the Middle East 
and North Africa (MENA) region throughout the post-independent Arab 
nation state formation, has come under increasing challenge by marginal-
ized groups, majorities and minorities alike. Post-Arab Spring national 
contract in most MENA states encounters serious breaches that require 
urgent scaffolding and rearrangements. Reformulations seem to require 
the fundamental reconstruction of state foundations.

The urgency of such a new state restructuring as part of a post-conflict 
agreement stem from the fact that it provides for a mutual understanding 
among contending groups regarding a new regional realism. As it can be 
argued that contemporary conflicts in the MENA region are due, in part, 
to the absence of a mutual understanding for a satisfactory political agree-
ment that can provide an accommodating distribution of power among the 
various groups. Perhaps, the ability to devise such a post-conflict power 
sharing agreement can determine the ability of many MENA societies to 
navigate paths toward conflict resolution and peacebuilding.

 WAYS FORWARD FOR SYRIA 
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ConfliCt MitigAtion in syriA

Propositions for conflict mitigation and political settlement in Syria have 
varied tremendously. Most have come from politicians debating the 
domestic changes in political leadership or the formation of transitional 
governments. Such propositions have focused on the management of pub-
lic affairs from among various aspects of political reform and peacebuild-
ing efforts. Others have endorsed devising an internationally brokered 
agreement that guarantees major and regional powers’ spheres of influ-
ence in any prospective power distribution. What is certain, however, that 
Syria represents a complex political landscape that embeds domestic, 
regional, as well as international stakes in its prospect. Both its geopolitical 
significance and demographic plurality transcend the relevance of its 
domestic affairs to major regional and international power players.

For instance, the geopolitics of Syria positions it on a strategic pathway 
between oil-dependent European countries and oil-rich Arab states, but 
this also makes it dependent on the quality of relations between the United 
States and Russia. At the same time, the demographic composition of 
Syrian society transcends ethno-sectarian roots along many surrounding 
countries, including Turkey, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Iran, Kurdistan, Lebanon, 
Palestine, and Russia to mention few. Thus, the stake in Syrian politics is 
multi-faceted, so is its conflict mitigation and consensus building.

This intermestic nature of Syrian politics necessitates delicate restruc-
turing of its governance system. An agreement along domestic consensus 
and international sponsorship may prelude or complement efforts toward 
conflict mitigation and peacebuilding.

Given the plurality of Syrian communities amid ethno-sectarian polari-
ties, this work has endeavored through a comparative examination of 
identity- conflict ridden societies in order to induce successful and relevant 
power sharing-based conflict mitigation strategies. It has assessed various 
comparative experiences and made several conflict mitigation recommen-
dations including ways to provide for minority rights, gender participa-
tion, and the decentralization of power that can help ensure the autonomy 
as well as the inclusion of the myriad of Syrian communities. Power shar-
ing in a post-conflict context, as introduced by the authors of this volume, 
can be characterized by a process that would include several key elements 
to be sustainable and transformational. Among others, these elements 
would include people, institutions, political models, and processes. Power 
sharing—a process that is dependent on these elements—will be integrally 
linked to the eventual reconciliation and peacebuilding efforts.
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Multi-CoMMunitAriAn ConsoCiAtionAlisM

The twenty-first-century’s political communities may no longer be con-
strained by traditional political boundaries, but rather by the prevalence of 
cultural identity affiliations that serve the groups in collective bargaining 
and action. This growing trend is evidently shifting political discourse 
from the strict confinement of nationalism toward communal modes of 
collectivism (Salamey 2017).

This decline in national association is evident in the actions of commu-
nitarian groups contesting shared aspects of coexistence while disputing 
shared spatial boundaries, values, customs, accounts of history, and inter-
pretations of religion. Such infuriated cultural contentions, distinctions 
and, consequently, the convergence of transnational collective associations 
have embedded strong external interventionism and foreign sponsorship 
in local groups.

Political theorists have recognized such an emerging anomaly in the 
international system and proposed alternative political arrangements to 
accommodate heterogeneous and cross-national communal groups. Arend 
Lijphart argued that plural societies require power sharing arrangements 
other than democratic majoritarianism, which may only be suitable for cul-
turally homogeneous societies (Lijphart A., The Wave of Power-Sharing 
Democracy 2002). An alternative political design, he suggested, is required 
to accommodate the autonomy and cultural peculiarities of plural polities.

Lijphart proposed “consociational democracy” as a plausible arrange-
ment for pluralist societies, particularly for countries whose demographic 
distributions prevent geographic separation or federalization. For Lijphart, 
consociationalism is a “government by elite cartel designed to turn a 
democracy with a fragmented political culture into a stable democracy” 
(Lijphart A., Consociational Democracy 1969; Salamey 2017). Lijphart 
considered consociational democracy a superior choice for pluralistic soci-
eties, particularly for those defined as “sharply divided along religious, 
ideological, linguistic, cultural, ethnic, or racial lines with their own 
 political parties, interest groups, and media and communication” bisect-
ing public loyalty to a single national authority.

Although consociationalism represents an almost half-century-old 
concept, and despite the many scholarly and political criticisms presented 
for its fragmenting orientations (Rabushka and Shepsle 1972), its attrac-
tion lies in the fact that it undermines national dictatorship and commu-
nal repression. Power sharing in a consociational order distributes state 
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spoils among groups while protecting the social and cultural distinction of 
each. Consensus assures every group, regardless of its size, a representative 
quota, autonomous rights and veto power. Smaller sized or minority com-
munities are assured a share of power and the majority is prevented from 
practicing tyranny. Power sharing can indeed provide a framework for 
multi-communitarian and pluralist politics, while embedding the various 
shortfalls of identity-based mobilizations.

At this historic juncture, it is crucial to actively and practically investi-
gate integrative power sharing options for Syria, where an agreement can 
foster the way toward the de-escalation of conflict.

From an integrative consociationalism perspective, a power sharing 
arrangement can defuse growing geopolitical contentions in Syria. After 
all, the preservation of pluralism in states confronting intermestic politics, 
irredentist movements and globalization, rests primarily on the ability of 
states to devise accommodating power sharing arrangements (Salamey 
2017). Consociationalism may offer a new social contract that assures col-
lective security as well as mutuality in coexistence while simultaneously 
undermining geo-demographic fears, that is, threats of marginalization 
and exclusion due to relative size and spatial location.

Different Syrian sectarian, ethnic and tribal groups have continued to 
present contrasting claims over the identities of towns and cities like their 
brethren in various Arab states (Anderson and Stansfield 2009). It is evi-
dent, therefore, that accommodating political resolutions must recognize 
communal diversity—whether ethnic, linguistic, racial, confessional, sec-
tarian, or tribal—irrespective of spatial allocation. Consociational power 
sharing options appear relevant for governance consideration in a multi- 
communitarian geographic setting.

In addition to struggles over space, the varied sizes of sectarian, or 
ethno-cultural groups within a society, often attract communitarian con-
tentions. For instance, Sunni and Kurdish groups in Iran have been 
described as minorities, while Shia, Alawi, Druze, Turkmen, and Amazigh 
communities have been labeled as minorities in Arab states (Longva and 
Roald 2015; Weitz 2015). Such definitions have exacerbated feelings of 
deprivation and fear of domination by larger sized groups (Boie and Rae 
2015). Integrative forms of communitarianism offer a means to diffuse 
demographically driven contentions by assuring representative quotas for 
the various groups as well as that of gender in a plural polity.
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Thus, the fact that most Arab States, including Syria, were established 
within relatively small and highly contested geographic areas with varying 
communitarian demographic realities that transcend associations beyond 
national borders may serve as an additional reason why a consociational 
power sharing arrangement could be a viable governance option.

The suitability of Lijphart’s consociational governing arrangement for 
Syria is yet to unfold. Whether such an allocation of power distribution 
would serve for the foundation of permanent or transitional regimes is yet 
to be determined (Butenschøn et al. 2015). The major advantages of con-
sociationalism, however, lie in its ability to mitigate, through power sharing, 
communal conflicts that are territorially, demographically, and internation-
ally insinuated. Through the preservation of political seats (quotas) for vari-
ous communities with transnational identity affiliations, who may be 
geographically dispersed, consociationalism assures communities’ preserva-
tion irrespective of spatial allocation, numeric size, or transnational associa-
tions (Salamey 2017).

Power shAring for syriA: A reConCiliAtion PAthwAy

The contributions to this volume have also made it clear that reconciliation, 
both at local and national levels, constitute an essential pathway to pursuing 
and sustaining any real power sharing arrangement in a deeply divided soci-
ety, and that such a mechanism needs to ensure that people’s voices are taken 
into account and reflected in any decision making process. After the pro-
tracted conflict in Syria, which has caused immense human suffering and 
affected virtually every Syrian citizen, let alone impacted Syria’s neighboring 
countries as a result of refugee outflow, Syrians will seek processes that ensure 
inclusion and social cohesion as founding blocks for future power sharing.

Inclusion and participation—first at a community level in terms of local 
recovery and perhaps later at a policy level—will likely be preconditions for 
the sustainability of power sharing and peace. Learning lessons from other 
post-crisis contexts such as Libya—elite voices included in the political dia-
logue represented narrow interests or constituencies rather than those of 
the Libyan public—a process that has not produced inclusive politics. And 
while the Yemen’s post-2011 experience began in earnest with broad 
national dialogues, it degenerated quickly into a devastating conflict as a 
result of the inability to overcome political impasses. If a political settle-
ment is for political elites only then it is unlikely to see meaningful progress 
toward addressing the structural limitations of peace.

 WAYS FORWARD FOR SYRIA 
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The United Nations, for example, has been working to ensure the 
inclusivity of the peacemaking process and involvement of diverse  segments 
of the Syrian society. The process of inclusion and power sharing is articu-
lated in the Geneva Communique1 and also notably in United Nations 
Security Council Resolution 2254.2 It is important to note here that in all 
UN political engagements on Syria, the maintenance of Syrian indepen-
dence, territorial integrity and sovereignty remain a key component of any 
political outcome perceived. And while Cortés and Merheb praise the 
benefits of “partition as a way to end the Syrian war”—notwithstanding 
their introduction of consociational model for power sharing a possibility, 
they note significant challenges to this “Plan B” of partition with fewer 
up-sides than down-sides.

The consociational model of power sharing finds some resonance 
among the authors of this volume perhaps prompted by the sense of Syria’s 
proximity to Lebanon, both temporally and geographically. Chahine Ghais 
proposes this model as way to resolve what is perceived as an “identity” 
conflict in Syria for which power sharing or “divorce” are options for the 
state/society in post-conflict. Khairunnisa Aga also describes the consocia-
tional model as existing in the realm of the possible in for Syria’s post- 
conflict context, whereby a peacebuilding process would guarantee a 
model of state-building that is inclusive, representative, and ensures the 
rights of smaller groupings in society. While Lebanon and India provide a 
backdrop to Aga’s intervention, their population size, ethnic and religious 
composition, and the role of international actors need to be addressed in 
terms of seeing their relevance to the future Syria context.

The ending of the Lebanese Civil War through the Taef brokered 
 agreement may indeed be instructive for Syria. The Taef paved the way to 
mitigate a largely sectarian violent conflict with many regional and interna-
tional stakeholders. Among its tenants is the redistribution of political 
power in favor of the Muslim demographic majority while preserving major 
key power positions for Christians. Parliamentary seats were evenly divided 
between both Muslim and Christian sectarian groups. While key positions 
were preserved within the hands of Christians, major power reshuffles 
strengthened the role of the Sunni prime minister and expanded the power of 
parliament under a Shia speaker. All grade one public officers, such as ministers, 
director generals, ambassadors, and governors were evenly divided between 
both denominations. Critical to the implementation enforcement of the 
agreement was the presence of Syrian troops approved by the Arab League 
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and utilized to monitor and enforce the disarmament of all militias while 
fostering their merger within the Lebanese Armed Forces along other gov-
ernment security apparatuses.

Syria remains in dire need to devise a similar mitigation power sharing 
arrangement that can help disengage warring parties and prepare the 
ground for a post-conflict power sharing agreement. A distribution of 
power that assures its majority Sunni population key political posts, such 
as the allocation of the prime minister seat to a Sunni with expanded pow-
ers, president to be reserved for Alawi, speaker to Christians and a head of 
senate to a Kurd. These are only among the possible scenarios that may be 
devised with recourse to the Lebanese power sharing model.

Third party engagement to help guarantee post-conflict agreement 
along incentive packages may also be necessary. The end of the Lebanese 
civil war was accompanied by such a complementary role. Like Lebanon, 
a multi-national peacekeeping force may be required in the post-conflict 
Syria to oversee ceasefire, disarmament, militias integration in the armed 
forces, and transparent elections. Transitional justice mechanisms can later 
be utilized to include truth-seeking (including truth commissions), crimi-
nal prosecution, reparations, and resettlement. Ultimately, post-conflict 
reconstruction and rebuilding plans can be implemented as part of incen-
tives to move communities in the direction of peacebuilding and national 
cohesion. A comprehensive reconciliation process will require political and 
socio-economic restructuring whereby previous drivers that charged griev-
ances ahead of crisis, can be addressed, or redressed in a way that prevent 
the relapse into conflict after an agreement.

Here one can resort to the Dayton Agreement that established the end of 
conflict in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, and Serbia. Such an agreement 
prepared the ground for military disengagement between fighting parties 
and established a clear roadmap to enforce a post-conflict peacebuilding pro-
cess. It included clear provisions to confidence building, arbitration, election, 
constitution, power provisions, and compliance with human rights.

Syria is a country of approximately 22 million people. There is a large 
Sunni majority (74%), Christians (10%), Alawites (12%), and other Muslim 
sects including Druze and Ismailis (4%). Syria also includes major ethnic 
groups, such as Kurds (9%), Armenians, Assyrians, and Circassians 
(Eeckelaert 2017). The demographic distribution of ethnic and sectarian 
groups in Syria is echoed by a relative geopolitical conglomeration. Thus, 
power sharing options may extend beyond a consociational political arrange-
ment (the Lebanese model) in favor of a federal option (the Iraqi model).
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Most federalization propositions revolve around dividing the country 
into three federal regions: Northwestern (Alawite), Northeastern 
(Kurdish), and Central (Sunni) with other minorities sharing power within 
each federation or separate cantons. The United States and Russia have 
extensively examined such an option (Korybko 2017). The Kurds, and 
even Alawite may favorably such an arrangement, but Turkey remains 
extremely alarmed by the potential growth of Kurdish power that can 
insinuate independence drives among Turkish Kurds.

Still Syria draws much similarity to Bosnia-Herzegovina where three 
identity groups have contested political power: Orthodox Serbs, Catholics 
Croats, and Muslims. NATO’s intervention during the civil war 
(1992–1995) forced the Serbs to agree to peace negotiations and to yield 
significant political concessions in favor of a final settlement.

The post-conflict agreement in Bosnia and Herzegovina produced a 
bicameral legislature and a three-member Presidency composed of a mem-
ber of each major ethnic group. The central government’s power emerged 
as limited by high-leveled decentralization, entrenched in autonomous 
regions consisting of the Federation of Bosnia (Muslims) and Herzegovina 
(Croatians), the Republika Srpska (Serbs), and the Brcǩo District (shared 
by all groups).

The Republika Srpska has come to lead virtually independent economic 
and foreign policy with links to other Orthodox states. For example, it 
actively exports plums to Russia, opposes Bosnia’s entry into NATO and 
refuses to recognize Kosovo’s independence. Bosnia and Herzegovina, on 
the other hand, operates a unified army, adopts a single monetary unit, 
and support its sport national team. The situation in Syria has its own 
peculiarities but can draw important lessons from such a post-conflict 
power sharing agreements if the federal option is to be pursued. The 
Dayton agreement can, thus, serve as a platform for a political agreement 
whose many provisions can be adopted in Syria.

The Good Friday Agreement for Northern Ireland is another successful 
document that can well serve the negotiation purposes as well as the for-
mulation of a similar post-conflict and peace building process.

And while a focus on the optimum shape of the post-conflict state 
remains an important structural consideration that sets the rules of the 
game, the shape of society that emerges from the conflict is also cru-
cial. Integral to the political process is the setting up of two entities to 
engage Syrian civil society in the process. Notably, these are the Women’s 
Advisory Board as part of the political work of the UN Special Envoy 
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to bring women from all sides of the conflict to promote a stronger gender 
perspective to the talks. The United Nations is also promoting greater 
participation of civil society actors in the process.3 Nevertheless, as some 
surveying and inventory of current activities in this area indicates, these 
efforts can be strengthened as Syrian civil society organizations are yet to 
feel Track I or II processes are receiving the diversity of Syrian voices.4

Iraq post-conflict power restructuring has precluded an unprecedented 
inclusion of women in politics despite the religious conservative nature of 
most dominant political parties. Women parliamentarians and ministers 
reached a high quota that assured relative gender inclusion in the decision 
making and share of power. In fact, gender equality principles that insti-
gated quota of women in parliament and other principal political offices 
capture the essence of power sharing principles. In most countries, the 
gender quota system, like that of affirmative action in the United States, 
has been argued as an essential mechanism to reverse historic discrimina-
tion and disadvantages by patriarchal society. It has also been advocated to 
preserve women’s rights and gender equality. Thus, like provisions pro-
vided for ethno-sectarian groups, the redistribution of power in any post- 
conflict agreement must ensure a gender quota.

PeACebuilDing Prerequisites for Power 
shAring AgreeMents

The perceived detachment of the political process from the Syrian people’s 
reality is not only due to the dichotomy between the armed opposition 
groups that have controlled the ground and the political opposition repre-
sentation at the political process in the international political fora, but it 
has also to do with the limited linkage between the local and community 
level pro-peace work that has been taking place on the ground, and the 
national and international political process. As Khoury and Ghosn pointed 
out, vertical channels that bridge the two processes need to be strength-
ened. This must go hand-in-hand with addressing the fragmentation of 
these local initiatives across and beyond areas of control by opposing sides 
and in the diaspora. Despite the significant amount of work being carried 
out across the country, their connection and coordination are limited. As 
a consequence, most organizations have a limited geographic scope of 
activity, working either in government-controlled or opposition-held areas 
separately. Additionally, organizations based in Syria’s neighboring 
 countries may be more responsive to needs identified by the international 
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community and Syrian refugees, whereas than the priorities of Syrians still 
inside Syria remain underserved despite the large number of needs and 
internal displaced people.5

Another challenge for an effective political settlement and power shar-
ing is how to address the local conflict factors and drivers that have roots 
in the pre-crisis period, and evolved during the conflict. The Syrian con-
flict manifests itself and is experienced differently in various parts of the 
country. The variety of experiences has contributed to the localization of 
conflict dynamics, particularly regarding those factors which mediate rela-
tionships between groups in society. While it is unlikely that such effects 
will be immediately addressed by a national level political settlement, they 
would pose an ongoing threat to the future stability and security in the 
country. They need to be effectively addressed through solutions that are 
based on the analysis of local and communal issues, stakeholders and their 
relationships, and political economy.

While maintaining territorial and national integrity, such local solu-
tions, in other words sub-national level power sharing arrangements, will 
necessitate a question of post-conflict local governance. For finding an 
arrangement in each locality, the pre-existing and still applicable decentral-
ization law 107,6 which laid out and empowered local governance struc-
tures, formed councils at the governorate, city, township, and municipality 
levels, increased revenues for the councils, and introduced elections for 
local representatives, could be a legal basis which provides for greater 
decentralization and therefore increased autonomy to determine sub- 
national and local power sharing arrangements. This should be obviously 
accompanied by national level arrangements that will constitute the core 
of a peace agreement.

In Syria, any political deal that establishes a power sharing arrangement, 
whether domestically or internationally brokered, will have to account for 
the depth of the reconciliation gap in the country. Unless serious recon-
ciliation efforts are made by all stakeholders, the root causes that led the 
society into the conflict in the first place will remain, and grievances of 
communities and individuals will persist, threatening fragile peace.

Throughout the crisis many local “reconciliation” agreements have 
been negotiated and implemented in several localities in the country. 
These deals were a means to de-escalate tension and pause fighting and in 
many cases allowed for an improved humanitarian access. They cannot 
substitute for a genuine reconciliation that addresses root causes—truth, 
justice, historical responsibility, and political/social restructuring—of 
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the conflict and grievances accumulated over years.7 Experiences of 
post- conflict countries elsewhere show that reconciliation that paves the 
way for sustaining peace in a post-conflict society will be a necessary but a 
difficult endeavor that can take years or decades. While pursuing this task, 
challenging questions, for both those who encourage and those who 
become part of reconciliation, will be how to define the meaning of power 
in the given context that is characterized by the depth of the conflict and 
its destructiveness, and how to incentivize the victors to share with those 
whom they perceive to be the losers. The post-conflict “justice” process, 
as presented by Khoury and Ghosn, will indeed be key in terms of ensur-
ing—or not—that a reconciliation process will indeed rebuild the social 
fabric that has been destroyed by war.

ConClusion: the ChAllenges AheAD

This volume has presented theoretical frames and experiences derived 
from several counties, compared by the realities and current practices in 
Syria. Following a theory-practice-research approach, further study needs 
to consider outstanding questions and identify next steps to be taken by 
various actors involved in the work for reconciliation leading to an effec-
tive and lasting power sharing for the country. These questions relate to 
the uncovering, designing, or negotiating the most appropriate gover-
nance, state-building, and social cohesion actions, as well as structures and 
incentivizing behaviors that will respond adequately to what is essentially 
the most destructive and violent conflict in recent human history.

Of course, the Syrian conflict remains part of a wider regional and inter-
national dispute and cannot be viewed in isolation. The Saudi-Iranian, 
Turkish, Israeli, and Russian power struggle in the region is quite salient. 
Peace in Syria may need to await the ripe regional condition that has 
 prevented resolutions to the conflict. Yet, peace in Syria may also represent 
a converging interest for disengagement. The power sharing propositions 
presented in this work present an appropriate negotiation framework for 
multi-party disputants as such a framework designs the layered distribu-
tion of gains to negotiate and share.

Admittedly, there are serious ramifications associated with external 
sponsorship of local communal groups. “Critical-consociationalists,” such 
as John McGarry and Brendan O’Leary, have highlighted external parties’ 
potential role in exacerbating ethnic conflict, or alternatively, facilitating 
power sharing agreements (McGarry and O’Leary 2007). Similarly, 
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Michael Kerr has emphasized foreign countries’ imposition of power 
sharing arrangements as instrumental tools in framing ‘consociationalism’ 
(Kerr 2005). Lijphart also observed that “the stability of Lebanon is partly 
due to its productive economy and the social equilibrium it has main-
tained so far,” while also noting that the country “may not be able to 
continue its successful consociational politics when the burdens on the 
system increase” (Lijphart A., Thinking about democracy: power sharing 
in theory and practice 2008). Donald Horowitz suggests that an identity- 
based distribution of power may consolidate politics among divergent and 
competing cleavages (Horowitz 1993).

After all, external involvement in local affairs serves as an intervening 
factor in shaping political outcomes in a plurality (Kerr 2005). It becomes 
rational for communities to strengthen their respective domestic bargain-
ing powers through the extraction of transnational alliances and support 
networks. Consequently, power sharing arrangements may continuously 
require the ratification of sponsoring regional and global interests. But in 
this increasingly interconnected region, this can be viewed in positive 
rather than negative terms. External sponsorship for peaceful settlement 
and economic cooperation may provide a safeguard to long-term peace 
(Kerr 2005).

Still more challenging to the Syrian conflict is the engagement of non- 
state transnational militant actors such as Al-Qaeda and ISIS, among oth-
ers, as well as the presence of a large number of foreign fighters in their 
ranks. Their military defeat may indeed prove difficult and the option to 
their inclusion in political negotiations may prove impossible. However, 
power sharing agreements may indeed undermine the hospitable environ-
ment that has favored the recruiting of extremists and attracted foreign 
fighters. Diffusing the tensions between Syrian sects under the auspices of 
regional sponsorship is sure to pull the rug from under the extremists’ feet.

Last, but not least, one must recognize that power sharing may consoli-
date ethnic and religious differences, as has been the case of the various 
consociational states such as Lebanon, Iraq, Ireland, and Belgium, among 
others. A fragmented polity and weak government is a typical toll. At the 
same time, we need to recognize that the attainment of peace in com-
plex conflict countries such as Syria and the rest of the Middle East may 
not come easily. Devising short-term and transitional conflict  mitigation 
strategies are of most urgencies. Eventual negotiations between groups 
within a peaceful environment may ultimately decide on undermining 
fragmentation in favor of greater integration and inter  communitarian 
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cohesion. De-confessionalization of public posts, for instance, as well as 
mixed constituency electoral districts and proportional representation 
among other instruments of national integration may prove essential for a 
lasting peace. For now, however, a transitional power sharing agreement 
that can help end the war in Syria remains among the most urgent calls of 
the day.
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