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Maison du Futur held its third annual conference in collaboration with Konrad- Adenauer Foundation on “The 
Limits of Ambitions- External Interventions and the States System in the Arab Middle East- Challenges, 
Alignments, Expectations” with the participation and presence of a broad pool of Lebanese, Arab and foreign 
decision-makers, experts, academics and scholars. The conference brought to light the nature of modern 
foreign interventions in the Middle East where some States are playing an inflated role which extends beyond 
their actual capacities, while others, traditionally classified as superpowers, are witnessing a decline in their 
role due to deficiencies in the international and in the regional orders. The conference also explored the 
future of the States system in the Arab world in an attempt to figure out whether the current crises are an 
indicator of its demise, or rather signal the beginnings of a new Arab order. 
 
The conference was inaugurated by Sam Menassa, MdF executive director, who welcomed the participants 
and went through the previous annual conferences which were held by MdF after its re-launch. These 
conferences, according to Menassa, became a “tradition and an annual milestone” and provide a space for 
exchanging views on the issues faced by the Middle East “hoping they would modestly contribute to bringing 
these views closer, present decision-makers with visions crystallizing the possible and available choices and 
issue innovative and independent recommendations far from improvisation or unilateralism.”   
 
As for the theme of this year’s conference, Menassa said that it was inspired by local and external actors 
exceeding the limits as “some States are playing a role which is beyond their size and potential, imposing 
their own rhythm on the pace of local, regional and international policies, whereas other States stepped back 
and withdrew in spite of their political, military and economic capacities.” Menassa wondered: “Who can 
reinstate each actor in his original size and who can put limits to ambitions so as to remedy the imbalance 
both in the international and in the regional systems?” 
 
After going through the working mechanism of the conference, he gave the floor to Mr. Peter Rimmele, the 
representative of Konrad- Adenaur Foundation in Lebanon. Mr. Rimmele said that the Arab Middle East was 
confronted with two challenges, an internal one, i.e. building an inner structure and establishing functioning 
state systems, and an external one, i.e. protecting the region from exercise of outer influence. He added that 
the conference would focus essentially on the external challenge in order to assess the impact of external 
interventions on the region and try to understand the underlying intentions of the superpowers behind them. 
He pointed out the overall deteriorating situation in the region due to the oversized social, economic and 
political crises which materialize in a lack of freedom and of political participation, corruption and 
underdevelopment, all of which triggered the Arab spring. Commenting on the Arab spring countries, he said 
that the new democracy in Tunisia is still facing major challenges due to the lack of economic opportunities. 
In Syria, the war which followed the Arab spring claimed 400,000 lives. In Yemen, 18.8 million persons are in 
desperate need of humanitarian aid. Moreover, extremist groups are on the rise. Rimmele added that the 
time has come to find a solution to the crises in the region with the participation of all stakeholders. He 
asserted that although the direct reasons that ignited the situation in Syria, Yemen, Iraq and Libya were 
internal, nonetheless, the crises in these countries share one common denominator, namely the volume of 
foreign interventions by international superpowers and the role of their regional allies, which made the 
conflicts even more confusing and complex. In conclusion, Mr. Rimmele said that in order to find a solution to 
all these crises, it was crucial to examine the interdependency of the conflicts, which can mainly be attributed 
to the same major players and that it would be impossible to find a solution for Syria without finding one for 



 2 

Yemen, Iraq and Libya, to say nothing of the necessity to successfully fight ISIS and prevent the rise of 
extremism. These issues require an assessment of the foreign actors’ intentions and interests in the Middle 
East, which is the aim of the conference. 
 
In the opening session entitled “The Arab Middle East in a World with a New Leadership: New Map or New 
Mindset”, the moderator, Hassan Mneimneh, Scholar at Middle East Institute and Principal at Middle East 
Alternatives, Washington DC, (MdF, BM), started by introducing the session speakers, i.e. President Amine 
Gemmayel, the founder and director of MdF, Powell Moore, Former Official in the United States Department 
of State and the United States Department of Defense, and Joseph Maïla, Professor of International relations 
at ESSEC and former Chancellor of Université Catholique de Paris. As he mentioned the existence of attempts 
to reshape the region’s map, the moderator asked the audience if they knew where the following cities were 
located: Rojava, Wilayat al-Khayr, Wilayat Bert, Sinjar, Kobani… He answered that these were cities in Syria 
and Iraq and “represented projects for some and nightmares for others”. He added that the session will try to 
explore the two options: are there projects for a new geography for the region or is it more about 
overcoming this idea in order to adopt a new mindset?   
 
President Amine Gemayel started his speech by stating that the purpose of this conference was to examine 
the “limits of our ambitions for peace and reform in the Arab world as well as the impact of foreign 
intervention and pressure which caused turmoil, anarchy and killings.” He added that the Middle East was 
undergoing a period of instability and chaos which affected most of its countries to the extent that the 
situation in the region is now threatening the stability of the whole world due to the spread of religious 
extremism and fundamentalist terrorism. This chaos and this unrest were due to the poor economic, social 
and cultural situation which was generated by a long era of despotism. All this materialized, at the outset, in 
the Arab Spring and resulted later on in civil wars which further fueled the conflict between extremist Sunni 
and Shia clans, amplified the influence of Isis and similar extremist groups, especially in Iraq, Syria, Libya and 
Yemen, and spread their extremist views, culminating in the displaced crisis which was the product of these 
wars. 
 
Commenting on the causes of the situation in the region, he mentioned the lack of good governance, the 
outdated educational curricula, the Arab Spring being deviated from its objectives and the incapacity of the 
national authorities to put an end to foreign intervention which “turned internal spaces into battlefields at 
the expense of the State sovereignty and the legitimate ambitions of local populations.” He said “Just like we 
cannot control the ambitions of the youth, we cannot control the ambitions of the negative powers which are 
opposing the ambitions of the populations.” He considered that the failure of Arab societies to access 
modernity is due mainly to the incompatibility between populations’ aspiration for change and reform and 
the ambitions of some other countries, Arab or foreign. He added that in order to achieve their strategic 
interests, these countries sent troops to the battlefields, trained auxiliary troops, ignited sectarian and ethnic 
conflicts and created and financed non-State entities to serve their personal interests. He considered that 
solving the crises which are raging in the region and putting an end to illegal external ambitions require 
“finding a new logic on the level of diplomacy and having everyone committed to a constructive 
understanding around solutions.”  
 
As “every war is bound to end”, President Gemayel considered that diplomacy can succeed as it provides the 
mechanisms and tools for finding peaceful solutions and saving countries and populations from the abyss. He 
insisted that countries of the region must make an internal effort in order to achieve good governance and 
socio-economic development and introduce reforms in the field of education and culture. He dwelled on 
positive initiatives such as the documents issued by Al-Azhar and the efforts made by Saudi Arabia in order to 
move forward on these tracks.   
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President Gemayel concluded his intervention by saying that Lebanon can be a favorable starting place for a 
comprehensive reform initiative which would extend beyond the national borders to include the entire 
region, first given the uniqueness of its liberal democratic model which enabled Lebanon to overcome the 
harshest crises and made it more impervious than the neighboring countries and second due to the Lebanese 
people themselves who exercise the culture of freedom and democracy and constitute a stronger guarantee 
for Lebanon than its rulers. Quoting French philosopher Blaise Pascal who said: “I resist, therefore I am”, he 
insisted on the importance for populations to continue resisting politically, intellectually and culturally in 
order to get out of this quagmire for the sake of humankind, peace and stability.  
 
Powell Moore talked about the interventionist and isolationist policies adopted by the United States in 
several stages of their history and tackled the reasons behind their interventionism or withdrawal. Moore 
went through the major stages of the US interventions in the world starting from World War One a hundred 
years ago and explained the political and constitutional mechanisms which shape the American foreign policy 
in terms of military involvements in other countries. He affirmed that the working mechanism of the 
American institutions was misunderstood.  
 
Moore referred to the conference documents stating that Arabs criticize the US when they intervene in the 
region as much as they criticize them if they don’t. He asserted that the answer to questions on the nature of 
the issues which may cause the US to intervene and on the institutional body entitled to make the decision to 
intervene is somehow difficult, especially since the constitution authorizes the Congress to make the decision 
to declare war. However, the President is, on the other hand, the supreme commander of the armed forces 
and he traditionally enjoys a margin of freedom in exercising this power. He added that since the creation of 
the United States, their foreign policy has been based on two pillars: protecting their national security and 
broadening their powers and guaranteeing their foreign interests. If the United States intervened in the past 
through direct wars, yet the majority of their foreign interventions nowadays occurred without a declaration 
of war despite military interventions. He added that the United States are a democratic country where public 
opinion influences government policies, particularly in relation to external intervention. Moreover, the 
American constitution provides for the separation of powers and limits the freedom of the President and the 
Congress, which further complicates decision-making on foreign intervention and the mechanism for 
implementing such decisions. He said that the founding fathers adopted the principle of non-intervention in 
foreign crises, yet this principle was breached when the United States entered World War One in 1917 
although President Woodrow Wilson was re-elected in 1916 on a promise: “He Kept Us out of War”. He also 
quoted the most popular song during this period: “I didn’t raise my boy to be a soldier”. The US learnt a 
lesson from entering this war: what matters is not winning the war but establishing peace when the war is 
over. In 1930, President Theodore Roosevelt was confronted with a movement in the country which called 
for isolationism and for not getting embroiled in Europe. Surprisingly, this movement was led by the hero of 
World War One, Charles Lindbergh. However, the attack on Pearl Harbor in 1945 changed the situation and 
induced the United States to reinforce their external intervention in a way which contributed to ending 
World War Two in favor of the Allies. But this time and after the victory, the US submitted the Marshall Plan 
for rebuilding Europe, stimulating an economic revival there and establishing a permanent peace in this 
region of the world. 
 
Moore continued that President Dwight Eisenhower was elected on the hope that he would end the war in 
Korea. Military involvement was avoided and the only intervention occurred in 1958 in Lebanon upon the 
request of President Camile Chamoun. Before that, the United States refused to take part in a British and 
French military action in Egypt following the nationalization of the Suez Canal. They also refused to intervene 
in Vietnam in 1954 and in Hungary in 1956 after the Soviet Union cracked down on a popular revolution. The 
following President, John F. Kennedy, came up with an agenda that encourages the consolidation of the role 
of the United States in the world as a defender of freedom, which caused the US to enter the Vietnam war. 
The US tragic experience in Vietnam led to the emergence of the “Vietnam Syndrome” which refers to public 
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aversion to American overseas military involvement. However, President Donald Reagan broke the non-
intervention tradition in 1982 by sending Marine soldiers to Lebanon. These soldiers were withdrawn after 
being subject to a terrorist attack. A long string of interventions followed from the Kuwait war in 1991 to the 
War on Terror in 2001 in Afghanistan and in 2003 in Iraq.   
 
For the past eight years, the administration of Barak Obama tried to reverse the trend of President Bush 
administration which represented the peak of US foreign interventions both militarily with the declaration of 
war on terror, and politically with the desire to shape a new Middle East. President Obama sought to keep 
the country away from military intervention. He established a calendar for the withdrawal of US troops from 
Iraq and he avoided direct military intervention in the region despite all the crises it was going through. He 
concluded by expressing the Americans’ concerns about the new administration and how it would handle the 
situation in the region, adding that the US should not pay any price or bear any burden or antagonize any 
party in order to gain more power.”     
 
Joseph Maïla started his presentation by thanking Maison du Futur and Konrad- Adenaur Foundation for 
organizing the conference and exposed the three major axes of his paper: the history of foreign intervention 
in the region, the reasons behind the region’s propensity to foreign intervention and the nature of modern 
interventions in the Middle East.  
 
On the first axis, he said that the Middle East received different forms of legacies: the Ottoman era 
bequeathed us the policy of subservience and growing accustomed to despotism - we did not change much 
today despite all the efforts made; France and Britain’s influence in the region with the Sykes-Picot 
agreement which bequeathed us the borders that they drew; and finally, the Arab renaissance legacy and the 
enlightenment era which started at the beginning of the past century.      
 
Maïla considered that the region’s was a history of western interventions. He claimed that since the Yalta 
agreement in 1947 and the creation of the State of Israel in 1948 with the subsequent Arab- Israeli conflict 
which destabilized the region, to say nothing of the Baghdad Pact of 1955, “we endured many interventions 
during the Cold War and as a result of the Soviet Union and United States trial of strength, the most 
important of which being the US intervention”. When the Cold War ended, we were hoping to break this 
yoke, but this did not happen for many reasons, the first being regional clashes as we shouldn’t cast the 
blame on external factors only. We suffer because of an internal rift and nature abhors a vacuum, just like 
international relations abhor a vacuum. The internal dissensions among Arabs opened the gates wide to 
foreign and Arab-Arab interventions. We should not forget either the Arab regional wars. The Lebanese civil 
war was not a mere civil war but it was also an international regional war. All this is topped off with the 
legitimacy crisis of Arab regimes and the problem of terrorism and religious extremism.  
 
Current interventions gravitate around the American- Russian- Iranian intervention triangle. The nature of 
these interventions changed as their reasons and the methods used became different. The reason for 
interventions is no longer about gaining more influence or protecting interests and interventions are no 
longer of a military nature. The Iranian intervention started in the nineties with the creation of supporting 
pockets in local communities within the Arab world, especially the Shia ones. Iran entered the region owing 
to the Palestinian cause and its presence became firmly rooted through its sectarian doctrine and via social, 
economic and educational assistance networks. In 2003, the gates of hell opened in Iraq as what started as a 
war on terror soon turned out to be a desire to re-draw the map of the Middle East by changing the regimes. 
The Arab Spring came at the end of 2010 – beginning of 2011 as a result of the failure of Arab regimes. In 
Egypt, the lack of intervention, withdrawal and lifting the cover from Hosni Mubarak’s regime led to its 
collapse. The Western military intervention in Libya also caused the fall of the Libyan regime, lack of control 
and utter anarchy. In Syria, the Western intervention was limited to curbing the use of chemicals and to 
fighting ISIS and other extremist groups. In the Arab world, contemporary interventions were those of 
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regional powers and not only of superpowers as it was the case with the Turkish and Iranian intervention in 
Syria and the Iranian intervention in Yemen and Iraq. These regional powers emerged when the international 
powers intervention dwindled despite the broad Russian intervention in Syria. 
 
Maïla concluded his presentation with the following question: “What did we learn from these interventions?” 
To which he answered: “All these experiences proved that all foreign interventions failed except for the US 
intervention in Kuwait in 1991 which restored Kuwait’s borders. He added that the structural deficiencies 
inherent to Arab regimes appeal for foreign intervention, that the Arab League failed miserably and that this 
region is the only one to suffer from lack of economic and political collaboration.     
 
The moderator, Hassan Mneimneh, took the floor and recapitulated: President Gemmayel affirmed that 
foreign interventions in the region were due to the lack of good governance and to the failure of educational 
and cultural systems. Therefore, he considered that a new mentality was necessary in order to transcend the 
current crises. Mr. Moore’s talk was at the opposite extreme of the common belief in the region concerning 
the high US interventions in the region’s affairs. He showed how most US administrations adopted a non-
intervention policy. Maïla considered that the region, given the nature of its regimes and the struggles it 
witnesses, appeals for foreign intervention. He admitted that these interventions did not solve the crises but 
increased their complexity. The speakers were unanimous in thinking that the vacuum resulting from the 
absence of State institutions and good governance calls for intervention not in order to achieve gains but in 
order to avoid losses. “If we do not create and adopt a new mentality, the new map will unfortunately come 
into being.”  
 
The following questions were submitted to the debate: 

- Three non-Arab regional actors were overlooked in the three presentations, i.e. Iran, Turkey and 
Israel: What would be the role of Iran and Turkey in this scenery? 

- Was the Arab spring a step towards a change, be it positive or negative? Did the Western world take 
hold of the Arab spring and how? What is the missing link that we should have taken advantage of 
within the scope of the Arab spring?  

- Supposing that the dismantling of the East foresees the end of the system established by the Treaty 
of Westphalia on the creation of nation-States and respect of their sovereignty, what would be the 
nature of the entities that would emerge once the nation-State fades away? 

- A question to Moore: Do you think that the Trump administration will adopt the same policy by 
turning a blind eye to the Iranian- Israeli collaboration in order to protect the Syrian regime? 

- Another question to Moore: Do you think that we are still living in the era of Kissinger who promoted 
the idea of dismantling the region in order to preserve Israel’s security? 

- Why not focus on the subjective factors that attract foreign interference and review our political, 
educational and cultural systems? We talk about the region’s need in this respect but no initiative is 
taken in this direction. 

- A question to Moore: Should we expect more US interventions?  
 
On the first question, Maïla answered that the following sessions will tackle the role of Iran and Turkey in the 
crises prevailing in the region. As for the nation-State and end of the Westphalia system in the region, he said 
that the current situation in the Arab world and in the world in general is due to the impact of globalization 
on small entities which are attached to their sovereignty. If the economy pushes us to collaborate with the 
outside world, “politically, I don’t think that we will be able to shun the idea of the nation-State.” In Europe 
itself and within the European Union, there are movements which reject the idea of being diluted in bigger 
unions and which are asking for the nation-State. What matters is defining the concept of the State and its 
relation with other States. As for Kissinger and his project to take the Arab world apart, he said that this 
world doesn’t need Kissinger as it is dividing itself by itself.        
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Moore said he wished he had an answer to all these questions, especially to the one on future US 
interventions in the region. He added that the US are just getting out of a rough presidential election and 
since the previous administration has been cautious about interference, he expects that the new one would 
lean towards more intervention, knowing that the Americans prefer that it wouldn’t and that the country 
limits itself to providing help and leadership.  
 
Mneimneh asked Messrs. Hussein El-Husseini and Fouad Siniora whether they wished to answer the 
questions that were asked. Mr. Siniora said: “This topic was the subject of a conference organized a few 
months ago by Carnegie in order to present its report on Arab defeats, and I was the keynote speaker at this 
conference. We are currently bearing witness to the failure of the nation-State in the Arab world and to the 
lack of communication and integration among Arab countries. I would like to draw an idea from my 
experience in the world of finance: When a bank has a big customer, the bank administration will watch over 
this customer’s financial and physical health on a daily basis as its interest is linked to the customer’s 
existence. The lack of collaboration among Arab countries made each country become separate from the 
other. Therefore, when an event occurs in one of these countries, it will not impact the others. This 
consecrated the idea of the strategic imbalance in the region, which led to interventions that stir up 
problems and conflicts in the region.” 
 
Siniora considered that it is extremely important to reinstate the strategic balance in the region as there is no 
miracle solution, but there is still a long way to go, which requires taking two factors into consideration: not 
breaking the will of States and peoples and creating common denominators among States. He said: We do 
not live in a utopian world but in a world based on shared interests. Siniora alleged that the populations in 
the region are looking for sustainable and not temporary solutions inspired by the fast-remedy principle and 
that the lack of solution for some crises such as the Arab-Israeli conflict increases the existing imbalance. He 
compared terrorism to the bird flu which is carried from country to country without the need for a visa, 
adding that the region’s problems have extended beyond its border and that the international community 
has an interest in helping the region find solutions to these problems.   
 
President Gemayel concluded the session saying: “In order to answer all these questions, I would like to 
examine the issue from an optimistic and positive perspective. The Arab Spring started in Tunisia and spread 
to most Arab countries. This is a very important indicator and we should dwell on its nature and substance 
rather than on its outcomes. The Arab Spring expresses the will of the Arab youth, as well as their faith in a 
better future, their determination and resilience. This faith did not end and we need to rekindle this fervor. 
We also need to value the role of civil society in Lebanon and consider it as an extension to the Arab Spring 
and an indicator of continuity of this fervor. This is what gives us hope.” Gemmayel added: “The Arab world is 
united by its tragedies. We should draw the necessary lessons and ask the following question: “From where 
do we go from here? It is up to your youth to answer this question. The Arab Spring is a reality. The uprising 
of civil society in Lebanon is a reality and the Azhar documents are a reality too. A movement started in the 
Arab world. It is a timid one, but it is there.” 
 
In the first session entitled: “Post-Treaty Iran: Green Light or Containment?”, the moderator, Sami Aoun, 
Professor at Sherbrooke University, Quebec-Canada, started by introducing the speakers, i.e Khaled El 
Dakhil, academic and author from Saudi Arabia, Mohamad Marandi, Professor at the University of Tehran, 
political analyst and expert on American studies and David Schenker, Director of the Program on Arab Politics 
at the Washington Institute, Washington DC.      
 
The moderator, Sami Aoun, said that the session would tackle the Iranian topic and essentially, the nuclear 
treaty, the circumstances that preceded and followed it as well as its repercussions on Iran and its 
environment, and on the international order. He continued: “It was said that the international order is being 
formed and wavers between distress, multipolarity, delegation and withdrawal of delegation. As for Iran, the 
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issue is a psychological one: Internally, Iranians think that Iran is a great State with an imperial glory and they 
take pride in the history of their country and in their culture. They are also proud of Iran’s past and future, 
not only of its present. Historically, Iran represented the Silk Road and it was a route for invaders. Iranians 
have ambitions but these ambitions are coupled with a fear of seeing their country crumble. They have 
always tried to make their country a stronghold.” As for the external world, Iran has been the ally of a 
superpower. It is now in the process of shifting from a position where it was combating the big devil to a 
stage where it is partnering with it. He wondered: “Can Tehran build a partnership, or at least an 
understanding with the United States on power sharing?” As for the region, it is witnessing a Saudi- Iranian 
polarization which bears many strategic meanings, yet it led to one destructive meaning, i.e. the Sunni- Shia 
polarization which is causing dissension.   
 
Khaled El Dakhil thanked Maison du Futur for the invitation and declared: “Mr. Powell Moore spoke about 
the history of US interventions in the region. In this session which tackles the nuclear treaty between Iran and 
the international community, I will also broach the topic of intervention.” The question raised by the title: 
“Post-Treaty Iran: Green Light or Containment?” expresses the fears of the countries of the region and those 
fears were unknown to the treaty signatories. How did President Obama view this treaty? In March 2015, in 
an interview with American magazine The Atlantic, Obama was sounded out on the reasons for not adopting 
a containment policy towards Iran similar to the Presidents who preceded him. Obama said he was against 
the idea of Iran possessing nuclear weapons since the region is one of the most explosive regions in the world 
and one cannot tolerate Iran having nuclear weapons which would lead to an arms race, to say nothing of the 
fact that Iran is sponsoring terror. Obama considered that forbidding Iran from possessing nuclear weapons is 
in itself a containment which is different from the containment policy that was previously adopted by the 
United States vis-à-vis the Soviet Union as the latter was a superpower and the only choice was to contain 
the repercussions of its possessing nuclear weapons. 
 
El Dakhil said that although the treaty is not a public recognition of Iran’s role in the region, it constitutes, 
nonetheless, a form of encouragement or a first step towards such recognition. He added: “There is an 
agreement on the importance of Iran’s role in the region, but we are not talking today about Iran as a State 
but rather about the Islamic Republic regime there as a political milestone in Iran’s history.” Obama 
reiterated that the purpose of the treaty was first to prevent Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons through 
diplomacy and second, to encourage the reforming movement in Iran and help it with asset recovery and 
boost the economy, which could make Iran join the international community again. He wondered: “If things 
are like this, why then oppose the treaty??” El Dakhil considered that the flaw was not with the treaty itself 
but with the fact that it went hand in hand with the lack of a clear US foreign policy towards the Middle East. 
As for Obama’s administration, the relationship between the treaty and the situation in Syria seemed 
uncoordinated. Obama was convinced of the treaty, but he remained blurry about Syria and he was not sure 
about providing support to the opposition although he was convinced of the fairness of the case. Obama 
reduced terrorism to ISIS and this was a confusing position for the region which was not conducive to fighting 
terrorism. Al-Qaida is a fine example of that. It is still there and instead of having one militia or one 
organization like in the nineties, we are confronted today with a vast array of militias. This shows the failure 
of the war on terror: “We put an end to ISIS. Where are we headed after this? What is our objective??” He 
added that Obama did not use Syria to put pressure on Iran as he feared this would jeopardize the treaty. 
Talking about the use of supporting the Syrian opposition in 2014, he said: “When you have a professional 
regular army which is backed by two countries and when you have, on the other hand, a group of workers, 
farmers, doctors and engineers who turned from protesters to fighters, what would you do? It would be 
unrealistic to believe that the US can do something other than direct military intervention.” Obama’s 
justifications contradicted the situation on the ground, as the regular army he was talking about failed to 
solve the issue with the farmers, carpenters, doctors and engineers without the support of the two afore-
mentioned countries (Iran and Russia). Russia was even forced to intervene directly in order to rescue the 
Syrian army from those. This illustrates the lack of a foreign US policy. On another note, Obama compared 
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ISIS to a small, marginalized football team whilst Al-Qaida was the bigger team. Five months later, ISIS seized 
Mosul, which prompted Obama to form an alliance of 60 countries in order to fight it.     
 
The lack of vision of Obama’s administration towards the harsh and historical crises in the region is best 
reflected in Obama’s defense of the US intervention in Libya. According to him, if the US had not intervened, 
Libya would have become another Syria. Wouldn’t it have been better if he had just prevented Syria from 
becoming the Syria he is referring to?              
 
Mohamad Marandi thanked the organizers for inviting him to the conference. He asserted that examining the 
role of Iran in the region is linked to many – perhaps contradicting - narratives some of which could be 
denaturing, thus leading to a nebulous image as to the reality of this role. He objected to Iran being described 
as a rogue State and to Hezbollah being Iran’s agent in Lebanon and in the region. He declared that Hezbollah 
does not take his orders from Iran and that the idea according to which Iran’s interests are at odds with and 
come at the expense of the Arabs’ interests is questionable, as it is more accurate to say that the Arab world 
is divided on this issue and witnesses many different trends, some countries accepting the Iranian 
intervention and others rejecting it. He continued saying: If we want to solve the problems in the Arab region, 
we should understand that everything is not black or white. He affirmed that Iran did not impose itself on the 
Arab world and that it does not have ambitions there. After Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Iran, the two 
countries made peace and there was also a Saudi- Iranian rapprochement, which demonstrates that things 
can be solved.        
 
He added that Iran opposed the US invasion of Iraq, knowing that it is currently blamed for its large influence 
there. As for Yemen, the Iranians asked the Houthis not to enter the capital. Yet, the Houthis, having their 
own agenda, did not take heed of Tehran’s advice. Yemen was never on Iran’s list of priorities to the point 
that when the events started in Yemen, the Iranian government approached the University of Tehran asking 
for specialists and experts in the Yemeni case. Iran’s interest in Yemen was triggered by the Saudi 
intervention there. This applies to Iraq and to Syria. The Syrian- Iranian relations before the crisis were as 
good as ever. Iran entered Syria upon the request of the Syrian government many years after the war started. 
When Kofi Anan submitted his report and plan for Syria, Iran was the first to accept it. However, the US and 
Turkey rejected this plan at the time because they thought that the events in Damascus would end soon. In 
Iran’s view, the war in Syria is not a sectarian one. It is a war against an extremist fundamentalist doctrine. He 
continued: You might disagree on that, but in order to solve the current problems, you need to know what 
happened in the past.  
 
In conclusion, he said that Iran today is still looking for a solution with Saudi Arabia. The former Minister of 
Foreign Affairs, Ali Akbar Velayati, wanted to pay a visit to Saudi Arabia during his Gulf tour of 2011. 
However, Saudi Arabia refused to receive him and did not respond to the Iranian appeasement initiatives. 
The current events in Yemen are devastating both for Saudi Arabia and for Yemen. The economic problems in 
the region are tremendous and Saudi Arabia can no longer spend all these astronomical sums on its 
intervention in Yemen. He added that Iran does not want extremist groups to gain a foothold in any part of 
the Arab world as this would threaten its security and that of the region as a whole. He insisted on the 
importance of going back to the situation which prevailed before the death of King Abdullah where the 
Houthis in Riyadh were negotiating with the Saudis: I think that as long as there is a will to acknowledge the 
existence of alternative opinions, we will be able to reach a solution without offending any party. We will also 
be able to overcome the thorniest problem we are facing, i.e. fundamentalist extremism. 
 
The first session was concluded with David Schenker who affirmed in his presentation that the policy of 
President Donald Trump towards the Middle East is still ambiguous, especially that some key positions in the 
Defense, State and Treasury Departments are still vacant. He mentioned the difference between the policies 
of Trump the candidate and Trump the President with regards to the issues faced by the region such as his 
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position towards Iran. Indeed, during his presidential campaign, Trump undertook to cancel the nuclear 
treaty with Iran which he described as being “the worst treaty”. As President, he talked about adopting more 
stringent measures in order to make Iran comply with the clauses of the treaty. 
 
Schenker considered that the nuclear treaty made Iran impervious to any measures that might be taken 
against it due to its destabilizing interventions in the region. He said that the current administration intends 
to respond firmly to these interventions and hopes to reverse the gains achieved by Tehran during the last 
eight years. This policy materialized in the new sanctions imposed by the US administration on all individuals 
and institutions dealing with the Islamic Revolution Guard corps and in the air strike launched in April 2017 
against a military base in Syria which is believed to have been the starting point for the chemical attack 
against Khan Sheikhoun. According to Schenker, those measures reflect the intention of the new US 
administration to resort to hard power in order to defend US interests, which includes the non-utilization of 
chemical weapons and the protection of populations. Notwithstanding, Schenker insisted on the importance 
for Washington to adopt a clear carrot and stick policy if it wants to curb and reverse the Iranian expansion in 
the Arab world.  
 
Schenker asserted that the new US administration is more aware than it predecessor of the risk entailed by 
the Iranian practices and expansionist ambitions in the region. Quoting the Head of the US Central Command 
in the Middle East, army General Joseph Votel, talking before the House armed services committee in March, 
he said: “Iran (…) has increased its destabilizing role in the region”. He insisted that all means, military or 
political, should be used in order to curtail the Iranian expansion and seize all opportunities to hold it 
accountable for its practices.     
 
On the other hand, Schenker considered that the new administration confirmation of its commitment in Iraq 
and Saudi Arabia is another sign of a policy which is different from that of President Obama towards the 
Middle East and the Arab world. Nonetheless, he said that the position of the US administration was highly 
paradoxical as it intends, on the one hand, to be rigorous with Iran while on the other hand, it adopts 
economically an open door policy towards Tehran despite the sanctions imposed on it. He gave the example 
of the transaction concluded by Boeing with Iran for the supply of commercial aircrafts for a value of 3.4 
billion US Dollars. Then, Schenker moved to the US policy aimed at facing Iran in Yemen, Syria, Iraq and 
Lebanon. He held that the US administration increased its intervention in Yemen in order to protect Bab-el-
Mandeb and that it is determined to support, even in a limited way, the Arab alliance against the Houthis. As 
for Syria, he said that the US administration is focused on fighting ISIS, which might suggest a potential 
collaboration with Russia in this area. He wondered whether such collaboration would include curtailing the 
influence of Iran and its allies in Syria. Concerning Iraq, he wondered about the future of the Iran-backed Shia 
militias after the end of the battle of Mosul and whether the US would withdraw again to let the Iraqi 
government carry on its anti-Sunni policy which led, at the beginning, to the emergence of ISIS. As he 
considered that Iran is trying to Lebanize Iraq by supporting the Shia militias which fall beyond the control of 
the Iraqi government, he mentioned the difficulty of carrying on with Washington’s security assistance to 
Baghdad if Iran continues to be the strongest player in Iraq. Moving on to Lebanon, he said that President 
Trump does not have any policy towards this country, a US position which led previously to delivering the 
country to Iran and Hezbollah. He wondered: “Is it possible to end the Iranian intervention in the region or 
will the sanctions imposed by the United States on Hezbollah bear their fruits? Will Iran terminate the 
nuclear treaty which it is so critical of if the US increases its pressure on it?” He assumed that it would. In 
conclusion, he said that during the past years, there has been some talk about a change in the US policy 
which is focusing on the risk represented by Sunni extremism and ignoring that of Shia fundamentalism. He 
wondered: How could the US reverse the gains achieved by Tehran in Lebanon and increase its intervention 
there given its strategic importance? The Trump administration started drawing up a new policy towards 
Iran. Although it is difficult to predict the features of this policy, we may say, nonetheless, that this 
administration is on the right track in dealing with this issue.  
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The floor was opened for debate. Mr. Siniora asked to be allowed to speak and said that Mr. Marandi tried to 
build a new narrative “which requires a lot of accuracy and respect for the facts”, as opposed to Dr. Dakhil’s 
narrative which was correct. He added that the attempts to end terrorism have failed as they were limited to 
fast-acting solutions which did not deal with the root causes behind the emergence of terrorist organizations. 
He continued: “There are some real problems which, if not tackled, will cause these organizations to 
proliferate in different forms and will be detrimental to all of the countries of the region, including Iran.” As 
for the Iranian- Arab relationship, he asserted that things have come to a point where all parties should admit 
that nobody can change geography. “Iran is a reality and so are Arab countries. Arab countries will not allow 
Iran to interfere in their affairs and Iran will not allow Arab countries to interfere in its domestic affairs.” He 
wondered whether we would accept the diplomacy of fatigue that was reached by everyone and agree on 
the real facts because everyone is exhausted and it is high time to realize that common interests exist and 
they constitute a solid ground for solving all crises.  
 
Iraqi MP Maysoum El-Damlouji said that Iraq is not the only country that was harmed by the Iranian 
expansion although Iraq has had the largest share of such intervention” As Arabs, we need to be aware of our 
interests. Iran is a State of institutions and in its core, it is a nation State where religion is a mere façade. Arab 
countries have no such institutions: “We need first to establish those institutions and then create a single 
Arab project through which we could thwart all foreign interventions from Turkey, Iran and other countries.” 
 
Commenting on Mr. Marandi’s presentation and on Mneimneh saying that we need to listen to what Iran 
says and not to what is said about Iran, El Dakhil declared than Iran does the opposite of what it speaks. He 
added: “According to Mr. Marandi and for the Iranian regime, Iran is not present in Syria, Yemen, Lebanon or 
Iraq and it has nothing to do with Hezbollah! Iran is only a dove!” He wondered: “How do we negotiate with a 
country which refuses the facts and does not recognize them? Iran should realize that it came to us and we 
did not come to it. Iran is the one which created militias in the Arab countries and it is supporting other ones 
while no Arab country is doing this.” He considered that the creation of militias is destructive for countries. 
Iran’s constitution stipulates that it is a sectarian State and it is the first country in the history of Islam to do 
what it is doing. “Even the Wahabis did not do this.”  
 
Commenting on Mr. Siniora’s remark, David Schenker said: It is true that we cannot change geography, but 
we can change the demography like what Iran is doing in Syria. Iran is using this cheap weapon in order to 
achieve its interests.” He added that Iran is looking for cracks and gaps in the Arab countries in order to 
achieve its interests. The responsibility to end this, lies within the Arab countries themselves. 
 
Antoine Haddad declared: “It seems that Mr. Marandi does not listen to the sermons of Hezbollah’s leader, 
Mr. Hassan Nasrallah, because if he did, he would not have said what he said, especially that Hezbollah does 
not take its orders from Iran.” Marandi answered: “I survived two chemical attacks during the Iran- Iraq War. 
Extremism started in the region with Al-Qaida in Afghanistan and the events in Syria derived from the events 
in Libya. Did the Iranians go to Libya?? Let us have a look at WikiLeaks documents since 2014. The blockade 
against Iran was a barbarian act and it can only be described as collective starvation which is unparalleled in 
the modern world. Let us be realistic and not repeat what we hear through Al-Jazeera and Al-Arabia and let 
us listen instead to the Yemeni and Iraqi populations because they have a different story”. He added: “I agree 
with Mr. Siniora that no country should interfere in the affairs of another, but this also applies to Arab 
countries: No Arab country should interfere in the affairs of another Arab country.” 
 
In the second session entitled: “Beyond Reasonable Capacity: The Future of Lebanon and the Burdens of the 
Syrian War”, the moderator, Sam Menassa, MdF Executive Director, started by introducing the speakers, i.e. 
Lina Khatib, Head of the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) Program at Chatham House, UK, Antoine 
Haddad, University Professor and Political Activist, and Mona Fayyad, University Professor and Writer. 
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Menassa declared that this session will focus on a major axis, i.e. the limits of Lebanon’s endurance, the 
impact of the Syrian crisis on the future of the country and on the Lebanese entity both as regards the 
violation of its borders and the intervention of local Lebanese actors in the current regional wars. As he 
added that some consider this to be the end of Lebanon while others don’t, he wondered about the 
repercussions of the upheaval in the region on Lebanon. 
 
Antoine Haddad thanked Maison du Futur for organizing this conference which became an annual tradition 
and which is very timely in view of its topic. He said that the serious challenges faced by Lebanon stem from 
the Syrian crisis although Lebanon suffers from chronic cleavages which existed before the Syrian war. He 
added that despite the election of a President for the Republic, the constitution of the government and 
security and military nominations, the internal crisis is ongoing due to a disagreement over the electoral law 
and other profound matters. He considered that the laborious birth of a new electoral law is due to the 
flakiness of the hybrid ruling class which does not have a common understanding of the meaning of elections 
and electoral representation. The questions to be asked are: “Did Hezbollah lose its capacity to decide on 
choices among the disagreeing parties or is Hezbollah still waiting for the appropriate timing for the region to 
settle the matter or is Hezbollah not eager for the elections to be held under the current regional crisis?”  
 
Haddad spoke of the disrespect for institutions, considering that the fear from the unknown reached the 
security sphere which used to be a red line. The changes which occurred since the election of US President 
Trump show a desire to moderate the ambitions of Iran “and raise again the issue of Hezbollah as part of 
Iran’s regional strategy”. To this we add the arrival of the Israeli actor to prevent Iran from opening a new 
front in the Golan and limit its expansion in Syria. This raises fears from a new war between Israel and 
Hezbollah which effects would be disastrous. He added: “The US will issue new sanctions against Iran and 
Hezbollah which would extend to Hezbollah’s collaborators, who include in Lebanon the President of the 
Republic and the Speaker of the House.” The war in Syria displaced 8% of Syria’s citizens to Lebanon and 
many of them come from border areas which fall under the control of Hezbollah.    
 
He added that since the war started in Syria, Lebanon has been grappling with a form of economic blockade: 
the route for exports closed down, the influx of Arab and foreign tourists went down sharply, Gulf countries’ 
investments shrunk as Lebanon became a platform for combating Saudi Arabia, and the public debt spiraled. 
But Lebanon was not a political and economic haven as the country had been suffering before the Syrian war 
from a controversy over the role of Hezbollah and its extra-State weapons. Lebanon also tussles with 
widespread corruption and lack of accountability. Lebanon’s capacity to resist amidst the protracted Syrian 
crisis is being raised today more than any time before, especially in light of the displaced issue. In order to 
end this situation, Haddad considered that three steps are necessary: first, ensure the safe and dignified 
return of the displaced; second, assimilate momentarily part of the Syrian labor which does not constitute a 
competition to the Lebanese labor and third, promote the project aimed at sending the displaced to a third 
country of displacement. Lastly, he touched upon the importance of shielding Lebanon from the crises in the 
region, of ending terror in Syria and reaching a political settlement which would ensure Hezbollah’s 
withdrawal inside the Lebanese borders and the displaced return to their country. He insisted on the 
enforcement of Resolution 1701 and on Hezbollah’s laying down its arms to join the political arena as an 
unarmed political actor.  
 
In conclusion, Haddad said that the Lebanese economy is viable and that Lebanon boasts a human wealth 
which is probably the most important in the region: “What we need is a clean political life and legitimate 
interests. We should stop considering public monies as booty.”  
 
Mona Fayyad asserted that the current crisis in Lebanon did not start with the Syrian crisis but it preceded it 
and probably goes back to the creation of the State of Israel in 1948 with the influx of Palestinian refugees to 
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Lebanon and the signature of the Cairo accord in 1969 followed by the civil war which ended militarily after 
the Taif agreement without an internal reconciliation among the belligerent parties. This was topped off by 
the Israeli occupation until the liberation in 2000 and the change in the relationships’ equation within the 
ruling class after the assassination of former Prime Minister Rafic Hariri and the ensuing repercussions: the 
March 14 uprising, the summer 2006 war, the May 7 political overthrow and the famous sit-in which crippled 
the country for more than a year and a half. All this was further heightened by the change in the 
parliamentary majority in 2011 with the minority imposing its own government, which led to a stalemate and 
to paralysis in the State machinery, unless giving in to the stronger party. Therefore, one cannot view any of 
the crises suffered by Lebanon apart from the problem of the duality of power with the presence of an 
internal armed group which has its own security apparatus reigning over the regions it controls, and which 
has almost grown as a State within a State. Fayyad added that the Lebanese problem increased in complexity 
after the peaceful Syrian rebellion turned into a war, first because of Hezbollah’s involvement in this war 
where its total subordination to Iran was unmasked, and second, because of the Syrian displacement 
problem and its repercussions on the sectarian balance in the country and the flaring up of the Sunni- Shia 
sectarian conflict on the one hand and of the nationalist Arab- Iranian conflict on the other hand. 
 
Fayyad considered that the State crisis in Lebanon is part of the failed nation- State crisis which emerged in 
the Arab region after the end of colonialism. A major problem for Lebanon is represented by its different 
components resorting to external actors in order to ensure its own interests, in addition to the lack of a 
unified vision among these components on what should be considered as a threat to national security, the 
absence of a national unifying Lebanese doctrine and the adoption of consensual democracy which more 
often than not undermines the constitution in favor of the pact and make laws discretionary and open to 
contradicting interpretations. We may add to this Hezbollah’s confiscation of the State because of its 
weapons and its paradoxical role as it is a Lebanese actor and a part of the government and ruling class on 
the one hand and acts, on the other hand, as an extra-State entity taking its orders from a foreign country 
which has its own agenda and security and national interests.  
 
Fayyad held that Hezbollah’s involvement in the Syrian war dragged the State in its wake, although the State 
had decided to stay away from the crisis, thus causing its breakup and weakening. Indeed, under the banner 
of consensus, the political game stayed focused on two things: first, the public division of shares and of the 
country’s economic capacities among all the pillars of the State in return for accepting the second thing, i.e. 
Hezbollah’s control over the country’s capabilities and trespassing of the national borders in order to 
interfere militarily in other Arab countries. She said: “Hezbollah took consensual democracy to the far end of 
its nuisance. After the government and its institutions became able to reach agreement in light of the 
majority and minority non-sectarian mechanism, it is now resorted to implicit and undeclared veto with 
hindrances posed to the presidential and parliamentary elections.” 
 
She affirmed that the situation was further aggravated by the plight of Syrian refugees and the internally 
divided position towards them. This prevented the establishment of a national strategy which would regulate 
their presence and limit its economic, security and social repercussions on both parties, ignited the Sunni-
Shia conflict and created the problem of the national identity as opposed to the religious and sectarian one. 
In conclusion, she said that the Lebanon we all know may have ended, but this does not mean that “the 
sovereign, free and independent Lebanon has ended too. Although all possibilities are open now with the risk 
of a new war with Israel, the ongoing Syrian war and the reconstitution of the demography of the border 
areas in eastern Bekaa, which brandishes the specter of dividing or federalizing Lebanon, this does not mean 
that Lebanon as a country for all its citizens lost its role and meaning for the silent civil majority. In order to 
overcome its crises, Lebanon needs to get rid of the sectarian system and establish a civil State which 
guarantees pluralism and constitutes an example to be followed for the Arab region and its countries.”    
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Menassa gave the floor to Lina Khatib who spoke of the talk about an American-Jordanian plan with Russia’s 
blessing for the creation of safe zones in the south of Syria in order to attack Deir ez-Zor. Iran is worried 
about this plan as it intends to enter Deir ez-Zor from different fronts, including Iraq. Although Hezbollah 
declared that it would withdraw from the Eastern borders of Lebanon, it is actually not withdrawing its 
troops but rather redeploying them in preparation for Deir ez-Zor battle. Khatib added: “We are not 
witnessing a withdrawal but a reinforcement of Hezbollah’s intervention and the interference of the Iraqi 
Shia militias in Syria, which would increase Iran’s intervention and Tehran’s influence in Syria.” She also 
talked about the ongoing Shiazation, in addition to the demographic changes considering this as “a new 
chapter of the Iranian policy to guarantee the continuity of its assistance to Hezbollah via Syria.”    
 
Khatib declared that Iran secured its popular influence in Syria for this influence to endure whatever the form 
of the regime. She explained that the Shia militias will not disappear if a solution is reached as they started to 
establish non-governmental institutions to root their political, economic and social presence in Syria. This 
method is similar to the one adopted by Iran in Lebanon. Therefore, Khatib considered that Hezbollah’s 
intervention in Syria is a long-term one even if Hezbollah reduces its military presence there in the future. 
She revealed that Hezbollah created Shia zones along the borders with Syria in order to keep the borders 
open, to say nothing of the Russian-Iranian competition that is likely to flare up in the future and impact 
Lebanon. She added that Russia wants to have a strong State in Syria whereas Iran is seeking to sap this State 
in order to serve its expansionist ambitions and root its influence: “All this will definitely end with a conflict 
between the two States, which suggests a continuation of the Syrian crisis with important repercussions for 
Lebanon.” She asserted that the low-tension zones are not safe zones but a new way to introduce the Iranian 
influence in areas where Iran has no influence such as Idleb. In conclusion, she declared: “I do not see any 
positive prospects for Lebanon.”    
 
The floor was opened for debate and Menassa addressed questions to the speakers on the repercussions of 
the demographic change in Syria on Lebanon, especially with the presence of Hezbollah’s weapons, and the 
repercussions of the Syrian displacement on the sectarian and demographic balance in Lebanon and on the 
efficiency of Hezbollah, especially that the majority of the displaced are Sunni. Finally, Menassa asked 
whether the current crisis in Lebanon in connection with the electoral law was related to technicalities or to 
the entity itself.  
 
Answering some of these questions, Fayyad said that Hezbollah did not pay heed to the Syrian displacement 
crisis in its current size. The displaced are not only Sunni and they all live in dire straits regardless of their 
sect. This would lead to an explosive situation and threaten social peace and security. Fayyad spoke of a time 
bomb represented by the large number of displaced out-of-school children and wondered about the future of 
these children. She asserted that the Lebanese officials certainly deplore not having created camps for the 
refugees from the start, thus allowing them to scatter all over the territory.   
 
According to Khatib, many of the Syrian displaced in Lebanon do support the Syrian regime and, 
consequently, Hezbollah, which implies that the Shiazation might be ongoing in Lebanon as well.     
 
Haddad said that Hezbollah has a military apparatus and an intrinsic relation with another country in the 
region, which grants it advantages that no other political actor has. He added that historically, Lebanon was 
not only founded on the Sunni- Shia sectarian balance, but also on the balance between Muslims and 
Christians. The answer to the question on the impact of the demographic changes in Syria or the presence of 
a Sunni majority among the displaced on Lebanon is linked to the evolution of the Syrian crisis: “If no solution 
is found to the crisis, it is likely that all the refugees who came to Lebanon would stay there.”   
 
The audience asked the following questions: 
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- Do you think that the political powers which customize the electoral law to fit their own interests are 
waiting to see the outcomes of the Syrian crisis and the situation in the region to change the whole 
entity and not only the electoral law? 

- Are we going to witness a re-drawing of the Syrian and Lebanese borders? 
- What is the future of the Syrian newborns who do not have identity papers from their country or 

certificates from the Lebanese government? 
- A question to Khatib: Should we link what you said about Deir ez-Zor to the events in Mosul? 
- There are approximately 1.5 million Syrian refugees and at least 100,000 militarily trained persons. 

What is their impact on Lebanon? 
- Hezbollah came up with a justification for its presence in Syria: Can the party use the presence of 

Syrian refugees in Lebanon as another excuse in order to keep its weapons? 
 
Haddad agreed that the organization of elections in Lebanon hinges on the future of the balances in the 
region. He said: “I expect the situation to end in the establishment of the current status quo.” He added: “We 
will face a demographic crisis if the Syrians do not return to their country and our biggest fear is that the lack 
of clarity of the new US administration policy towards Iran continues which would raise questions on 
Hezbollah’s position within this “Iranian carpet”.     
 
Fayyad said that the Lebanese political system became consensual in the worst meaning of this word. 
Security is still prevailing in Lebanon because neither the regional forces nor the international ones want to 
destabilize the situation for fear of another Syrian displacement. Nobody has the time or the desire to deal 
with a new security crisis in Lebanon. 
 
Khatib expected the US administration to put more pressure on Iran in Syria by availing itself of the fight 
against ISIS on the level of the international community, which represents a concern for Iran: “We do not 
know what Tehran’s reaction would be if the United States tried to snatch the excuse of fighting 
fundamentalism from it to take its hands off Syria.” She continued: “Today, there is an attempt to open a 
direct line in the Eastern region between Syria and Iraq. Hezbollah did not withdraw from the Eastern borders 
of Lebanon but it gathered its fighters in order to deploy them in Deir ez-Zor in preparation for the upcoming 
battle there. Iran might be prepared for a military defeat in Syria but it is not ready for a social defeat.” 
 
Michel Duclos, President of Académie Diplomatique Internationale in Paris, took the floor during lunch after 
President Amine Gemayel introduced him as a keynote speaker at the conference. 
 
Duclos said that he will be speaking as a diplomat and will not get to the academic depth reached by his 
colleagues during the previous sessions. He added that talking about the Arab world today presupposes a talk 
about Syria and about the possible opportunities to solve the crisis and the way to seize them. According to 
him, four reasons suggest that a political solution exists: the first is Russia which needs, on the one hand, to 
reach a political settlement after its military victory since it is seeking, as a superpower, to get out of Syria 
once it becomes stable, while it needs, on the other hand, to reduce its military intervention in Syria. The 
second is the comeback of the US with the new administration. Under Obama, the United States withdrew 
completely from the region and with the exception of the nuclear treaty with Iran, there was no serious 
American intervention in the regional crises. The strike performed recently by Trump administration in Syria 
indicates that the US are in the process of recovering their role as a superpower. The third reason is the 
renewed balance both in the international order with the US regaining their role and in the regional order 
between their Sunni allies in the region and Iran. The fourth and most important reason is the war against 
ISIS reaching the end of its first stage. In the last years, the western countries’ focus was on the fight against 
ISIS. Today, the balance will be reinstated following ISIS’ defeat and this victory will bring the western world 
focus to the Syrian crisis and to the true reasons behind this crisis.            
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Duclos wondered how one could tap into this window of opportunities: “We can do so by examining the 
failed Russian peace experience in Aleppo in the hope that we would learn from the mistakes that were 
committed there.” He continued: “Aleppo reflected a form of Turkish- Russian agreement. Aleppo wouldn’t 
have fallen hadn’t Turkey changed its policy in favor of a damage mitigation decision. Russia accepted, in 
turn, the Turkish approach provided Turkey would not attack the militias it backs. Turkey agreed to Assad 
staying in power, even if for a short period of time, and Iran did not object to this agreement although it had 
been somehow cautious about it.” He explained that the purpose behind the battle of Aleppo was not to 
establish peace but to divide the opposition and bring it to the negotiations table while at its weakest.  
 
Peace was not established in Aleppo because Russia’s allies on the ground, mainly the Syrian regime, did not 
take the necessary steps likely to lead to peace. On the contrary, they resumed their attacks and the regime 
did not take any initiative in order to launch the negotiations and reach a political solution. The western 
negotiators of Russia were taken aback by the evolution of the situation in Aleppo especially that they had 
thought, at first sight, that Russia’s peace initiative would be successful. During this period, the former US 
administration was turning a blind eye to the Syrian case and Obama thought that any American military 
intervention in Syria would lead to deleterious effects on the relationship with Russia. However, after the 
Khan Sheikhoun massacre, it was no longer possible for the new administration to turn its back on what 
happened. The reasons why the Russian peace in Aleppo came up against a stumbling block are linked to the 
circumstances and to other reasons, mainly the position of the Syrian opposition factions and the Sunni 
countries which would not have accepted this peace without obtaining something in return, mainly the 
reduction of the Iranian influence. 
 
The situation today does not allow contemplating negotiations without tackling the issue of the Shia militias, 
the nature of the regime and Iran’s influence and presence in Syria. Duclos added: “The Russian- American 
collaboration must continue and it is necessary to move forward in creating the safe zones. The first 
framework for a political solution is dialogue among all stakeholders and getting the US policy back on its 
normal track.” The second framework is power transition in Syria. The countries which want the fall of Assad 
will not see their wish become a reality overnight and it is not acceptable that Assad remains in power: “We 
need to find a compromise”. He added: “On the other hand, each sect must obtain guarantees for its security 
and an assurance that it will not be subject to massacres or retaliation.” Russia has an influence over 
Damascus and on the regime. The Alawites do not necessarily support Iran and its influence in Syria. We must 
negotiate a gradual power transition where the Russians would play a catalyst role.            
 
The third framework is about reaching an agreement between Iran and Arab countries and between the 
Sunnis and the Shias. Europe may have a role to play, mainly France which can have an influence in this 
respect. He concluded: “I think that France can also contribute to rectifying the path of the US policy in the 
region. Europe must also act as a mediator between Iran and the United States to avoid a crisis between the 
two countries. Everyone has an interest in agreeing with Iran provided the latter undertakes to change its 
expansionist policy in the region, mainly in Syria. This might be a painstaking process, but a decision should 
be made if we want to put an end to the Syrian war which would, otherwise, drag on indefinitely. We should 
all be aware of the seriousness of the problem to be able to find solutions. A protracted war in Syria would 
breed instability in the region and in the world and this might even threaten Russia.”  
 
Following this presentation, a question was raised on the European notion of “rebellion” and the French 
vision of the Levant.        
 
Duclos answered that the lack of US intervention contributed to the blossoming of extremist groups and to 
the breakup of the region. He asserted that the trends in the region were previously national and secular and 
there are still nationalists who do not support extremist groups. He said that a national secular force should 
be rebuilt in Syria in order to overcome the crisis. On France’s vision of the Levant, he said that France only 
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wants peace and “we are ready to do whatever we can in order to achieve this goal. Europe has the 
responsibility to contribute to rebuilding the countries of the region. Assad destroyed the Syrian State and 
even if we consider that the United States will intervene again, it is Europe’s and not the US responsibility to 
rebuild the countries.”       
 
In the third session entitled “The Crisis of the Arab State: Is External Intervention the Cause or the Cure?”, 
the moderator, Dorothée Schmidt, Head of the Turkey/M.E. Program, IFRI started by introducing the 
speakers, i.e. Alberto Fernandez, Vice-President of the Middle East Media Research Institute, Washington 
DC, Laith Kubba, Senior Director, MENA, National Endowment for Democracy, Washington DC and Hassan 
Mneimneh. 
 
Schmidt said that the United States have been at the heart of all the talks since the morning and that she 
State crisis is present in the Middle East in various levels. It is necessary to search the different forms of the 
State as each stakeholder in the Middle East has its own understanding of the matter as well as interests that 
it seeks to protect.    
 
Alberto Fernandez thanked Maison du Futur and its Executive Director Sam Menassa for inviting him to the 
conference. He said that one of the mistakes that we commit while analyzing foreign policy is reducing the 
causes of a particular event to one cause. When we talk about the reasons behind the Middle East crises, we 
often tend to speak of “an external conspiracy” or of “the mistakes of the local leaders and players”. The 
truth often lies in the middle of those two opinions. He continued that all countries, regardless of their real 
weight, are seeking to display their strength and influence international decision-making. They do so either 
calmly and indirectly or through violence. Foreign powers interfere because they can and their motive is 
often a mix of private and exemplary interests.  
 
He wondered whether external interventions in Arab countries were the cause or the cure. He said that these 
interventions are neither the cause of the crises in the region nor the cure to them as there are other factors 
underneath. The region’s is a history of war and foreign intervention, a problem which has become deeply 
rooted since World War One. Notwithstanding, we cannot disregard the intervention of non-foreign States 
and the role of local leaderships in the evolution of the situation in the region. The Middle East populations 
will not overcome this situation if they do not understand and become aware of their problems as a first step. 
 
He spoke of the different stages of foreign intervention: first, the conflict between the East and the West; 
second, the Cold War and the Soviet- American struggle and third, the unipolarity following the fall of the 
Soviet Union where the West thought that it can change totalitarian regimes in the Middle East and establish 
democratic regimes replicating the Western ones. He asserted that it is not the responsibility of the US 
government to reform disintegrated societies and that the current administration will deal differently with 
the region while Western governments will be more stringent and increase their efforts in order to put an 
end to these crises.  
 
In conclusion, he said that the West can no longer turn a blind eye to the human rights’ violations that are 
taking place and these violations are currently mobilizing the West. President Obama was not interested in 
returning to Iraq but he had to due to extremism and human rights’ violations. Another aspect of the West 
influence will be in rebuilding the States.  
 
Laith Kubba took the floor and said that as an opposition political activist who fought Saddam Hussein 
regime, he understands “why we are sometimes forced to call upon foreign intervention”. Although the 
Americans were occupiers, Iraq needed their presence. He added: “We resort to foreign intervention when 
the situation in some countries is marked by the failure of the State which poses a threat to the stability of 
other countries.” 
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Foreign intervention in its various forms, direct or indirect, soft or hard, via military or economic sanctions, 
has been a reality throughout history in the Middle East and North Africa as well as in all the parts of the 
world. If foreign intervention was historically linked to colonialist countries, this is no longer the case and 
foreign intervention is not circumscribed to Western powers anymore. Kubba gave the example of Syria’s 
intervention in Lebanon, of Iran’s intervention in Iraq, of Egypt’s intervention in Libya and of Saudi Arabia 
intervention in Yemen. He said that in today’s world where everything became interconnected, it is no longer 
possible to refuse foreign intervention categorically, but one must first understand the circumstances of such 
intervention to judge whether it is a positive or a negative one. If the West intervention in the region after 
World War One aimed mainly at broadening the influence of its countries, the situation has changed now, 
especially that most Western interventions occur under the umbrella of the United Nations. As for the 
motives of these interventions, he spoke of legitimate international or regional fears deriving from multiple 
vital issues such as terrorism, sources of energy, national security threats, minorities’ rights, war crimes, 
human rights’ violations, disasters, human crises, etc.  
 
He continued saying that the last two decades witnessed an increased foreign intervention in the region 
which caused many controversies on whether this intervention was useful or harmful by contributing to 
solving or rather intensifying the crises in the region. As for the root causes of the crises in the MENA region 
according to Kubba, they lie in bad governance, antiquated political cultures and laxness towards blatant 
human rights’ violations. The best solution would be to tackle these crises from the inside as experience has 
shown how erroneous it is for a State to be involved in State-building in a sovereign country. However, when 
governments fail to do that and when this failure impacts other countries, what should one do? In this case, it 
becomes necessary to resort to foreign parties for help in building the State. The sovereignty excuse is no 
longer useful given the scope of the crisis and the internal failure to solve it on the one hand and its possible 
impact on the region’s and even on the world’s stability on the other hand. It is no longer acceptable to use 
sovereignty as a cover in order to defend failed political systems. Kubba said that rulers often use this excuse 
to guarantee their longevity in power. He asserted that everyone has an interest in helping the region build 
State institutions, establish the rule of law and spread the culture of respect for public monies, transparency 
and accountability.  
 
He considered that the discussion on the positive or negative aspect of foreign intervention remains open 
and its outcomes are linked to the position of the different parties towards this intervention: while 
authoritarian regimes consider foreign intervention aimed at building a State of institutions to be a negative 
intervention aimed at overthrowing them, the population views such intervention as an opportunity for a 
better future; and while an ethnic or sectarian majority considers foreign intervention aimed at protecting 
minorities to be negative, minorities view this intervention as being vital for their existence. Some 
interventions can be destructive as they sow internal discord in order to achieve personal interests and 
increase their influence: What is needed is a soft intervention rather than a hard one. Yet, the question 
remains on whether soft intervention by financing development projects is enough to solve deep-rooted and 
interwoven crises such as the ones raging in the countries of the region like Syria, Iraq, Libya and Yemen.  
 
While Hassan Mneimneh agreed with Kubba’s assessment of foreign intervention, he insisted on the 
importance of understanding the intentions of the intervening actors and not only the claims of those 
requesting the intervention. He added that States in this region are acting like authoritarian States which hide 
behind the fear of revolutions and chaos to tighten the noose around civil society and thwart foreign 
interventions which support it. For instance, the stringent legislations in Egypt are restrictive for civil society 
and the laws in Iraq regulated civil society in a way which goes against the concept of civil society itself. 
 
He asserted that the right to international protection is sacred and it is sometimes necessary to transcend 
national sovereignty to ensure this protection. The international community has also the duty to intervene to 
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provide protection. Mneimneh considered Obama’s policy towards the Syrian crisis to be paradoxical: He 
spoke of the necessity to protect the populations, yet he took no initiative in this direction. Under George H. 
W. Bush, the US intervention was dictated by the reality on the ground and it evolved under Clinton’s 
administration towards more harmony between interests and values. The idea of a new Middle East came 
out under George W. Bush, especially with the Arab diaspora in the US pushing for such policy. Under Obama 
and based on the Syrian crisis, the previous positions were examined, reality imposed itself and the US 
administration decided to withdraw from and abandon the Middle East. It was expected that Obama’s 
administration would provide support to civil society, but this did not happen. The US gave up on 
interventions whereas Europe cannot effectively stay away from the Middle East. 
 
Mneimneh insisted on the importance of helping the countries in the region to become nation-States, a 
model which is inexistent in the Arab world where all internal reform attempts were doomed to failure. He 
gave the example of Al Ammiyat in Lebanon which were revolutions spurred by the local communities after 
the end of World War One. These revolutions did not succeed because the promises made were not honored 
and the State failed to provide citizens with services. He concluded by saying: We are currently at a 
crossroads and we might expect a positive role from the US. The recent events of Khan Sheikhoun made 
everyone look again and seriously into the Syrian crisis. The US strike against the military base was not a 
political gesture but rather a show of power and determination which made the Syrian regime, Iran and 
Russia say that the US are back on the scene.  
 
The following questions were submitted to the debate:  
 

- There is a good reason which is never mentioned for Russia’s intervention in Syria and which is not 
driven by the vacuum left by the US withdrawal, i.e. gas and its sale to Europe. If the rights of 
religious and ethnic minorities in the region are not catered for, the situation will continue to 
deteriorate whatever the nature of the regimes and no solution will be found for the crises if the 
rights of these minorities are not taken into consideration. Foreign intervention did not take place in 
order to help the populations but for the sake of other personal interests. 

- We have been talking about foreign intervention to support democracy for the past thirty years: 
Don’t you think that the US intervention in the region under Bush was a mere reaction to the 9/11 
events? Later, Obama reacted to Bush acts, which led to the withdrawal of the US. This being said, is 
it possible to go back to a more rational discussion with the West and Russia on the criteria of 
success and legitimacy of interventions?  

- Do the speakers believe that the US contributed to the emergence of ISIS? Israel is a well-known ally 
of the US and the US are only trying to weaken Iran. Wouldn’t it have been more useful to put all this 
effort into strengthening Arab countries and install peace between them and Israel? Doesn’t this 
serve the interests of everyone?  

- Superpowers always intervene to guarantee their economic interests. The region enjoys a strategic 
and important location and it is the cradle of the three monotheistic religions: Don’t you think that 
the creation of the State of Israel represents the core of the conflict and that a fair solution to the 
Arab- Israeli conflict would reduce religious extremism and violence?  

 
Fernandez answered that if Israel did not exist, Arab countries would have created it themselves because 
they are using it as an excuse to justify their failure. He added that it is an exaggeration to use the Arab- 
Israeli conflict in order to justify the problems in the region. He advised everyone to use a mirror to see 
themselves clearly and stop blaming others for these problems. Many factors led to the emergence of ISIS. 
He asserted that neither the US nor their intelligence are behind the creation of ISIS, but it is rather the 
problems in the region that produced it and the remaining extremist groups, knowing that the history of the 
region is not free of violence or extremism. One needs only to recall the Karbala events of 1801 when 
Muslims were killed by people who call themselves Muslims as well. 
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Thursday, May 18, 2017  
 
In the fourth session entitled “Russia in Syria: A New Cold War or an Implicit Delegation?”, the moderator, 
Joseph Maïla, started by introducing the speakers, i.e. Irina Zvyagelskaya, Professor and Chief researcher, 
Institute of Oriental Studies, Moscow, Anwar El Buni, human rights lawyer in Syria and co-founder of the 
Syrian Human Rights Association, and Frédéric Charillon, Professor of political science at the University of 
Auvergne, France.  
 
Maïla said that the topic of this session is very important as Russia is currently playing a very important role 
in the Middle East. Its role is historical in the region and its ambitions there are not new. He added that when 
talking about the Sykes-Picot agreement, we always tend to forget the central role played by tsarist Russia 
which was very interested in the Holy Places and its relationship with the Ottoman Empire. One cannot deny 
either that without the Bolshevik revolution, Israel would probably not have existed today given tsarist Russia 
and France’s opposition to the Balfour Declaration at the time.    
 
Irina Zvyagelskaya reacted to Maïla’s comment by reminding the audience that it is Russia who brought 
Sykes-Picot secret agreement to the open. She said: We are currently living in a transitional period which 
outcomes are difficult to foresee, especially in the Middle East and in light of the problems faced by the 
region. Russia is not the only player in the region which witnessed the intervention of States and 
superpowers throughout its history. She added: The answer to the question on the reason behind Russia’s 
presence in the Middle East today and its military intervention in Syria is simple: it is about ending the 
operations aimed at changing regimes in the region by the United States and their NATO allies in order to 
preserve the State structure, entities and institutions. It is true that regimes in the region are authoritarian 
and deal with the State components as if they were their property; however, there was no other choice since 
having a regime and a State is far better than the collapse of the State. She considered that the change of 
regimes in Iraq and Libya led to an indescribable chaos as well as to a wave of displacement and emergence 
of extremist groups which became more powerful. Therefore, Russia had no other choice but to intervene in 
order to protect the Syrian State and prevent its downfall because if it falls down, the consequences would 
be disastrous for the whole region. She asserted that the Russian intervention in Syria was a turning point in 
this war and reinstated the balance of powers, which set the negotiations in motion in Geneva.  
 
On another note, Russia sought, through its intervention in Syria, to portray itself as an irreplaceable 
international player, especially with the presence of the American- European alliance against terrorism which 
was not joined by Russia. During this period, Russia tried to collaborate with the United States in order to 
open diplomatic channels and save whatever State institutions it could. As for Astana negotiations and the 
debate surrounding them, especially the talk about Russia’ attempt to appear as the main sponsor for these 
negotiations, she said: This is not true because the United Nations were represented in these negotiations 
through their envoy Staffan de Mistura and they constituted an important pillar for the course of Geneva 
peace talks. She considered that Russia made concessions when it agreed to the participation of opposition 
parties in these negotiations, some of whom come from terrorist organizations because it was convinced of 
the importance of such participation in order to reach a solution that would fix stability in Syria. Zvyagelskaya 
mentioned another controversial topic, i.e. the Russian- Iranian relations and said that Iran is a very 
important neighbor for Russia:  We collaborate together in the Middle East and in other regions of the world 
despite our differences, particularly in the Caspian Sea. Concerning the situation in Syria, she asserted that 
Syria was as important for Russia as Central Asia. Therefore, Russia sent its troops to Syria in order to protect 
the State and prevent the collapse of its institutions. She added that she does not understand why everyone 
is so critical of the Russian- Iranian collaboration while they say nothing about the Iraqi- Iranian 
rapprochement. 
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In conclusion, Zvyagelskaya reminded the audience that Russia was behind the idea of the ceasefire and the 
creation of low-tension zones which the Syrian army aircrafts cannot fly over and where international UN 
peacekeeping forces would deploy. She considered this as a practical proposal through which Russia wanted 
to improve its relations with the new US administration and find an agreement with the US on the Syrian 
issue.  
 
Before giving the floor to Anwar El Buni, Maïla commented that Zvyagelskaya considered that the change of 
regime in Libya and the resulting chaos, instability and emergence of extremist groups made Russia intervene 
in Syria in order to prevent a change of regime. She also shed light on the Russian-Iranian relations and on 
Russia’s relations with the new US administration.  
 
Anwar El Buni thanked Maison du Futur for inviting him to the conference and “facilitating his trip to 
Lebanon”. He added: I would like to say, at the outset, that some consider foreign intervention as a mistake 
or demerit. I consider it necessary, especially that relations with the outside world are dialectical. The 
problem lies in the hidden interests behind these interventions and their orientations and whether they are 
in the interest of the populations and for their protection or in the interest of the regimes.” He declared that 
he would tackle the topic of the Russian military intervention in Syria from a legal and political angle. From a 
legal perspective, Russia’s military intervention in Syria is deemed illegal despite Russia’s claim that this 
intervention was based on the request of the Syrian government and on agreements between the two 
countries. He added that these agreements apply when the country is subject to an external aggression and 
become null and void when they are executed in the interest of a group of Syrians against another group. He 
continued saying: “If Russia came to help Syria against the Iranian attack for instance, its intervention would 
have been deemed legal. But, intervening in order to protect a ruling gang against a category of the Syrian 
population constitutes a militia presence which is not authorized by any law.” He considered the military 
operations conducted by Russia at the moment to be war crimes in the eyes of the law. From a political 
perspective, he alleged that the Russian intervention in Syria was not induced by the reasons mentioned by 
Zvyagelskaya, describing these reasons as mere justifications for the media. Syria is not close to Russia and 
the events in Syria do not pose a direct threat to Russia’s security and stability. What interests Moscow in 
Syria is its need for a base in the Mediterranean. The opposition did not object to this and offered two bases 
to Russia. He added that Russia’s objective from its intervention in Syria is to have a negotiating card with the 
international community and trade it for Ukraine and its neighboring countries. Here lies the core issue. 
Russia intervened following the Foua, Kefraya and Zabadani agreement because it felt that Iran had started 
to play an increased role in Syria. Therefore, Russia intervened first against Iran in order to prevent it from 
gaining more influence in Syria. He said: “All that Russia is dreaming of is to be adopted by the US as an agent 
in the region in order to do a trade with Washington for other issues which interest Russia. Russia came to 
Syria in order to sell the Syrian solution to the West; unfortunately, the West did not buy anything from 
Russia and did not change one iota of its attitude towards Ukraine. Hence, Russia intervened excessively in 
Syria in order to put more pressure on the West.”   
 
El Buni described the Astana meeting as the “meeting of the weak” because Iran, Russia and Turkey were 
abandoned by the West. Even the United Nations refused to take Astana’s outcomes into consideration. He 
concluded that the Russian intervention does not aim at ending the Syrian war but “like I said before, Russia 
is after a bargaining chip with the West. Concerning Russia’s alleged attempts to end terror and eradicate 
extremist groups, allow me to say that the Russian practices had an adverse result as they fed extremism and 
terror and strengthened its base. It is the West which will determine the end of Russia’s intervention in the 
Syrian crisis and whether a strategy will be set in order to end this crisis.”  
 
Maïla thanked El Buni and gave the floor to Frédéric Charillon who thanked, in turn, Maison du Futur and 
Konrad- Adenaur Foundation for their invitation and explained that he will be presenting Europe’s point of 
view as to the Russian intervention in Syria. He said that from the perspective of international relations, the 
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Russian intervention in Syria took place at a critical time due to the lost trust in the United States will to 
intervene in order to protect their allies and the suspicions around Obama’s administration intentions 
regarding the region. Putin’s influence on the international relations scene increased in 2015 and 2016 and 
the situation changed greatly in Syria where the regime lost its power and its army started to lose many 
positions. This period was an important opportunity for Russia which was suffering from international 
isolation due to its Ukrainian adventure.  
 
Charillon added: “We should examine the issue from this perspective in order to be able to determine the 
reasons which drove Russia to military intervention in Syria and explore the repercussions of this 
intervention. It is necessary to shed light on some of the important points related to Russia’s behavior, 
knowing that many of its practices were not justified.” He declared: “It has always been said that the Russians 
intervened in order to protect Bashar El Assad. But, this is not logical because Bashar El Assad was never a 
friend of Russia. We also heard talks about a form of agreement with Iran, i.e. playing the Shia card against 
the Sunni one. This is also illogical due to the large Sunni presence in Russia and to the internal turmoil this 
would cause in Russia.” Charillon went on detailing three other arguments which are often presented in 
order to explain the Russian intervention in Syria: first, Moscow has the capacity to influence Assad and 
control the regime, but this idea is erroneous as experience has shown that the Syrian regime acts with an 
autonomy which has often confused Russia. Second, Russia wants to change the rules of the game and solve 
the crisis but nothing has changed and the crisis was not solved be it on the military or on the human level. 
The third argument concerns the fight against terrorism and the eradication of extremist groups. This 
argument does not stand because Moscow did not target ISIS and similar organizations in Syria as a priority, 
but it targeted the moderate opposition factions.      
 
He said that the second idea that he would like to dwell on concerns the logic of cold international relations 
and the framework for Russia’s intervention, and wondered whether Moscow’s intervention in Syria is linked 
to its attempt to change the international community attitude towards its intervention in Ukraine. He 
explained that by sending its troops to Ukraine, Russia laid itself open to isolation and to sanctions from the 
international community. By intervening in Syria, Moscow went back to the international negotiations table 
and imposed itself as a major actor who can force solutions. Russia took advantage of the American 
hesitation and of the vacuum left by the US in the region, especially after Obama talked about red lines and 
failed to react when those red lines were breached, showing to the world that when the US abandoned its 
allies, Russia still supported its own to the maximum. 
 
Charillon exposed the international and regional repercussions of the Russian intervention in Syria as follows: 
 

1- The emergence of non-Western intervention in the region, which is a new phenomenon as most 
international interventions were from the West under the command of the US, the UK and France; 
yet, today there are regional non western players in Syria, i.e. Iran and Turkey, as well as extra-State 
actors linked to regional States, such as Hezbollah, the Shia militias and extremist groups; 

2- The Moscow- Iran- Turkey axis led to the decline and sidelining of the Arab role; 
3- The North Koreanization of Syria which remained on the regional and international scene without 

playing a major role. 
 
Charillon concluded his presentation by cautioning against the support provided to Moscow by the new US 
administration and some western countries, especially with the American and European attempts to end 
extremism and terrorism on the one hand and limit the Iranian expansion in the region on the other hand.    
  
The following questions were submitted to the debate: 
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- Russia has interests in this region, the most important being the perpetuation of Christianity, which 
was overlooked by the West, and eradicating Islamic extremism and preventing this extremism from 
being exported to it: Didn’t Moscow think that by allying itself to Iran, it would be only feeding the 
Muslim Sunni extremism that it is combating? 

- Don’t you think that the Russian intervention in the region came as a relief to some Western States, 
as well as to some Arab countries like Jordan because the negotiator in the Syrian crisis was no 
longer the Islamic Revolution Guard corps or the Shia militias but rather an international power?  

- If Russia does not want to intervene in the system change game and impose a specific political model 
upon the countries of the region, why did it turn the Astana military meeting into a political meeting 
by distributing a draft of the new Syrian constitution to the military participants?  

- Don’t you think that Russia has a hidden agenda linked mainly to gas and to building pipelines for its 
distribution?   

- It is useful for the countries that the negotiator for Syria doesn’t stay limited to Iran and to have 
another negotiator to talk to. Will Moscow try to be an actor in Libya or in other countries?? 

- Why did the Syrian opposition disintegrate and to what extent is it responsible for the evolution of 
the situation? 

- Do you think that Obama arranged for Russia’s entry to Syria?? Did Putin enter Syria on behalf of 
Obama? Can Russia expel Iran from Syrian? 

- During the Soviet rule, the Russian people suffered from despotism like the Arab populations, which 
led to the Arab Spring. How can Russia support a dictator who uses chemical weapons against his 
own people because the latter is only asking for freedom? What does the Russian population think 
about that?   

 
In reply to all these questions and on the issue of the Russian- Iranian relations, Zvyagelskaya said that many 
of the alliances are only tactical and she asserted that many disagreements exist with Iran, mainly in Syria, as 
Moscow does not believe in a military solution and is looking for a political solution to the crisis and it will not 
back Iran’s desire to stay in Syria for a long time. She added: We cannot dismiss Iran from Syria even if we 
want to. Iran is an important neighbor for us and we need to collaborate with it in the Caspian Sea and in 
Central Asia. As for the new Syrian constitution draft presented during the Astana meeting, she declared that 
the problem does not lie in this initiative itself but in the fact that the regime and the opposition did not 
submit a view on the Syria they want for the future. She added that much criticism was addressed to Russia 
on the issue of Crimea and Ukraine and that President Putin is not an idiot and he knows that he cannot 
disregard the Ukrainian issue. He could have followed another path but he chose a different logic. She said: 
Allow me to mention that King Abdullah II is the one who suggested the equation of Ukraine against Syria in 
an interview with the Washington Post. It was not Moscow. As for the gas, Russia is not thinking about this at 
the moment as it has its own gas and many agreements to ensure its sale. She added: “I don’t know whether 
Obama has a plan in order to drag Russia in the Syrian crisis, but what I know is that Obama’s relation with 
President Putin was very bad, even on the personal level, and the Russian President could not have fallen in a 
trap set by Obama.” She reminded the audience that Russia supported the Arab Spring in Egypt and in Tunisia 
and that Russia is not against the Arab Spring. However, Russia is against imposing a change of regimes from 
the outside or by internal actors backed by external parties, and it condemns the manipulation of State 
institutions. It is also against extremist organizations and terrorism. She concluded that no one in Russia 
sympathizes with Bashar El Assad who has never paid a visit to Syria during his mandate before the crisis 
started. She mentioned that it was the French President who called him “my dear son”.       
 
El Buni said: “We are discussing the results of things and not their basis, i.e. the fact that some populations 
launched revolutions against authoritarian regimes which presence had been supported by superpowers for 
decades. We are looking into the game of nations and we forgot about the revolutions of the people.” He 
considered that Russia suggested the topic of the constitution to the military during the Astana meeting to 
say that the Syrians will not agree on a new constitution and that the regional actors represented in Astana 
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are the ones who can find a solution and agree on the future of Syria. He added that terrorism was used as an 
excuse in Syria in order to fire at others. ISIS was growing and gaining power and fights were directed at 
other parts of the opposition. As for the question on where the Syrian opposition was, he answered: “Allow 
me to tell you that it has been liquidated because on the one hand, it was not hosted by any international 
power and on the other hand, it has been manipulated by the regional powers. The opposition was 
dismantled and distorted on purpose, knowing that the Syrians’ experience with opposition is still in its 
infancy and the existence of an opposition in Syria is new because in practice, the regime did not allow an 
opposition to exist but it used to exterminate it directly. Nevertheless, we are still there but we were not 
given enough space to establish our existence. There is still no international decision supporting a moderate 
and civil opposition.” He considered that the Geneva negotiations were only a puppet theatre to create the 
impression that things are moving on the level of the Syrian crisis and that a place was carved out for the 
opposition.  
 
Duclos answered to what Zvyagelskaya said about French President Jacques Chirac calling Bashar Al-Assad 
“my dear son”: “When talking about France, it is useful to have objective data available. France wanted to 
have a good influence on Assad and President Chirac tried to lend him a helping hand. But this ended with 
the assassination of Rafic Hariri and the dialogue between Assad and France was broken. President Sarkozy 
also tried to offer him a helping hand but we failed once more.” He added: “When we talk about Russia’s 
geopolitical reasons and interests in Syria, we often forget the similarities between the two regimes. The so-
called “raison d’Etat” does not exist in both countries and it has been overshadowed by the so-called “raison 
de régime”. The Syrian regime is an authoritarian one and the West, which does not believe in the use of 
force and does not want to change the regime, delegated its prerogatives to regional powers until things 
reached a point the West was not comfortable with. The principle of not changing regimes that Russia is 
availing itself of in order to justify its interference in Syria is unacceptable because it deprives people of their 
right to revolt and be free and of the right to choose the governance system they want. As for what my 
colleague Irina said about the Russian-Iranian relations being criticized but not the Iraqi- Iranian relations, I 
would like to say that relations between Iraq and Iran are normal due to the Shia presence in Iraq, which is 
not the case of Russia.” He said that Zvyagelskaya was right in alluding to the vacuum in the Middle East 
which led to the current situation after the US withdrew from the region and gave up its structuring role 
there. In conclusion, he considered that Moscow’s intervention in Syria augurs ill for Russia in the future. 
 
In the fifth session entitled “States of War: Perspectives of Resolution or Continuation of Decay in Syria, Iraq, 
Yemen, and Libya”, the moderator Oraib El Rantawi, General Director of Al Quds Center, started by 
introducing the speakers, i.e. Sami Aoun, Amr Hamzawi, Senior Associate, Middle East Program, Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace, Washington DC and Ivan Vejvoda, Permanent Fellow, Institute of 
Human Sciences, Vienna. Guido Steinberg asked to be excused due to reasons beyond his control.   
 
Oraib El Rantawi thanked Maison du Futur, represented by its director, President Amine Gemmayel, and its 
executive director, Sam Menassa, as well as Konrad- Adenaur Foundation for organizing this conference and 
he touched upon MdF conference which will be held in June in collaboration with Al Quds Center in order to 
discuss the future of the two-state solution. He said that this session is set to explore the features of the 
future path: Where is the Arab world headed in light of the open and gaping crises raging in four Arab 
countries? Will we witness future explosions in countries with underlying crises? What about the fate of 
countries like Egypt, Algeria or the Gulf countries after the drop in oil prices and their declining position? Will 
the upcoming decade be a Gulf decade par excellence? Did we hit rock bottom to start thinking about 
stability or are we still falling? “I don’t think we’ve hit rock bottom yet and we might be on the verge of two 
or more decades of a bloody transitional period”. He explained that this session will try to find the way to 
salvation and as it was said in previous sessions, everything is not all black or white.   
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Sami Aoun said that he will try to answer the following question: “Is it possible to foresee the features of the 
new Arab State in light of the lessons learnt from crises? Or will the authoritarian, despotic, patriarchal State 
be able to regenerate itself once societies have exhausted their capacity to resist its authority?” He added 
that in answering this question, he will first tackle the issue of patriarchal tyranny from the perspective of the 
Arab Muslim memory and from that of the West. Second, he will go through the necessary conditions for 
overcoming the authoritarian State to discuss, in a third stage, the possible creation of a modern civil 
democratic State in the Arab Islamic world without breaching religious values.  
 
Aoun explained that despotism and authoritarianism were present in the Arabs’ and Islam memory. He 
quoted Ibn Khaldun who diagnosed correctly the situation in the Arab world in terms of degeneration, 
despotism and oppression. More recently, Abd al-Rahman al-Kawakibi considered that political despotism 
stems from religious despotism. He said that the Koran laid the foundations of freedom, i.e. what tied us 
down allowed us, at the same time, to have access to freedom. Abdallah al-‘Urwi spoke of the conditions to 
shake off the yoke of despotism, saying that democratic values should be assimilated gradually without 
resorting to revolutions. Nazih al-Ayoubi considered that the formation of the modern State is the result of 
an external rather than of an internal evolution. In his analysis of the Arab patriarchal system, Hisham Sharabi 
considered that it came to our lives from an old legacy and it brought with it its hegemony, harshness and 
despotism. He said that as Arabs, we are familiar with despotism, and oppression is engraved in our collective 
memory. He added that the West also suffers from a democratic exhaustion linked to the right-wing 
fanaticism which came to the surface during the last two decades; however, the West can treat all these 
ailments without getting off the democratic track.  
 
Aoun considered that the Arab Spring did not exhaust all its concepts and all that it can do or produce as it 
was defeated by the oppressive machine, and as Ibn Khaldoun says, Arabs, by nature, are prone to despotism 
and subordination. He added that when we start drawing the features of the modern Arab State, we should 
cling to the following basic ideas:    
 

1- Being adamant that democracy alone is the receptacle of truth: If religion evolves around certainty, 
democracy evolves around suspicion and takes us from doubt to doubt until we reach a given norm. 
Religion must be separated from the State and from politics. Failure to separate the spiritual from 
the temporel will turn Islam into an ideology, which will make it lose all its spirituality according to 
Mohammad Arkoun.  

2- Reform should come from inside the house and from within its walls and not from the outside. We 
need to search in our values for what is prone to globalization and what is already globalized in order 
to use it in the modernization process and stop saying that the golden age is behind us and start 
affirming that the golden age is ahead of us. 

3- Applying the State neutrality principles and giving priority to citizenship and equality in citizenship, to 
freedom of conscience, rule of law and accountability and most importantly, respect for diversity, 
civil liberties and human rights; we cannot continue to reject those who have a different opinion and 
we cannot replicate the accusations of betrayal that were hurled during the Arab nationalism era 
and go on with takfeerism in the current religious era.           

4- A religious reform workshop should be held that would first separate between what is categorical 
and what is hypothetical in religion and second find a doctrinal alternative to the proposals of 
extremist groups.  

 
Before giving the floor to Amr Hamzawi, El Rantawi applauded Aoun’s “profound” presentation and 
wondered about the forces entitled to undertake this modern and contemporary project and which lever 
would put it on track. 
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Amr Hamzawi thanked President Amine Gemayel and Sam Menassa for inviting him to the conference and 
said that the current events in the Arab world were induced by the Arab Spring. He added: “We are being 
totally unfair to the Arab Spring when we take it away from the citizen. The Arab Spring was a cry from the 
citizen and not from institutions and elites. It was a cry for obtaining a number of claims inspired by his 
reality, freedom being the most important one. Nobody wanted to change the national State.” He held that 
imposing the chaos narrative was not fair to the Arab Spring and depicting the whole situation as a mere 
popular desire to topple the national State is erroneous because the Arab Spring called for freedoms, 
constitutional rights, dignity and social justice. On the other hand, no slogan was brandished in relation to 
political Islam be it in Egypt, Tunisia or Syria. What we are witnessing since 2011 and 2012 is a counter-
revolution to the Arab Spring in favor of those who ruled the Arab world since World War 2 and who made a 
myriad of promises but kept none: institutions were not built, freedoms were not guaranteed, and services 
were not delivered. Corruption spread on a large scale and destroyed the State components while crippling 
social justice. He continued saying: “In Tunisia, they talk about the governments of the thieves and this is the 
reality: the citizen did not seek to destroy the State and he is not responsible for its downfall. However, 
following the Arab Spring and once the State oppression tools started to totter, the internal vacuity of the 
State and the frailty of its institutions were brought to light. The State crumbled because of this fragility and 
not because of the Arab Spring and of the citizen’s uprising.” 
 
He said that the Arab State after World War 2 was abridged to the executive branch which monopolized the 
government machinery and subordinated the legislative branch and the judiciary. He added that the security 
apparatus’ share of the State budget in Arab countries has always been high because they resorted to 
oppression internally, while the beneficiaries of the State revenues diminished and were limited to a specific 
category of people under spiraling corruption. He considered that the Arab State failed to gain ethical, social 
and procedural legitimacy to build modern institutions. In spite of this, the citizen, during the Arab Spring, did 
not demand the fall of the State but he asked for freedom and this citizens’ movement brought to light the 
vacuousness of the State. 
 
Hamzawi went through a number of possible solutions: 
 

1- Whether we like it or not, we are witnessing a period of downfalls which might continue as nobody 
can stop them. We need to take this into consideration to start finding a solution.   

2- The solution must come from the citizen and from the social movements which expressed the 
citizens’ desires.  

3- It is indispensable to separate religion from the State. We need a fully secular State and we should 
stop overshadowing this topic by talking about the civil State. We also want to shake off the illusion 
that the only solution would be to go back to the strongman theory as this theory never succeeded in 
restoring security or in ensuring social justice or guaranteeing freedoms.   

4- Going back once again to the citizen, “allow me to say that the Arab social fabric is flawed and as 
populations, we reveled in persecution: we are against women, against homosexuals and against 
minorities and as long as we lack the courage to discuss these issues, we will not go very far.”  

 
Rantawi commented that Hamzawy’s presentation restored the Arab Spring to favor as it was a “rebirth and 
an awakening” and showed that its collateral damage resulted from a counter-revolution orchestrated by the 
entente between the regional powers “which disagree on everything except when it comes to denigrating the 
Arab Spring.” 
 
Ivan Vejvoda aligned himself with the two previous speakers on the topic of foreign intervention, ending the 
ongoing wars and building States based on human rights’ values. He went through the experience of his 
country, Yugoslavia, which received a blow from history, disappeared from the international map and is now 
formed of seven States. He added that Yugoslavia which was part of the Ottoman Empire and underwent 
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Nazi and later on, communist rule, suffered greatly from economic sanctions and crises and from foreign 
intervention in its domestic affairs. Internally, the country grappled with despotism and lack of respect for 
human and citizens’ rights. He declared that now, and for the first time in the modern history of the Balkan 
States, they are determining their fate themselves and freely because they are trying to lift themselves up 
with their own strength, while realizing that if they fail to do that, they will open the gates to foreign 
intervention. He considered that his country’s adherence to the NATO provides striking proof that it is 
possible to build alliances with those who hurt you in the past, mentioning their luck for being part of Europe. 
He added: “Regional collaboration was essential to us and we realized the importance of building regional 
networks. Internally, and although we have different backgrounds as a population, the mixing between 
families in former Yugoslavia helped us build ties among us.”  
 
Vejvoda mentioned that it took them ten years to get out of the individual thinking circle, assimilate 
democratic values and request the help of friends to learn how to do things; and it was the period they 
needed to overthrow Milosevic in a peaceful way and hold free elections. Building institutions from scratch 
has been a difficult process. After all these achievements, “we reckoned that the old lives with the new for a 
long time and we need external help to build our States”. He said that populations are responsible for what 
happens in their countries, casting away the conspiracy theory and supporting President Gemayel optimism. 
He added that compromises are necessary not on values and rights but on issues which ensure balance: “We 
sometimes need to accept the lesser evil in order to shape our destiny and become free.” 
 
The following questions were submitted to the debate: 
 

- How long will the inevitable democratic transition in the Arab world take and who is responsible for 
leading this transition? Sami Aoun said that the responsibility lies within the internal actors but I 
consider it to be both an internal and an external responsibility. The counter-revolution which 
challenged the Arab Spring was external and was launched by regional and Western countries. 
Therefore, these countries cannot be discharged from the responsibility for democratic transition 
and State rebuilding.   

- A question for Hamzawi: How can we take advantage of the Tunisian experience with the 
comprehensive national dialogue?       

- A question for Aoun: During the last meeting between the Grand Sheikh of al-Azhar and the Pope, 
the Grand Sheikh said: “The antidote for the crises in the region is religious.” What do you think of 
this, especially after Al-Azhar documents were considered historical?    

- Claiming religious reform will be a losing game. We need to distance religion from politics. How can 
we separate religion from the Sate, knowing that more than a hundred years were needed to stop 
the Church intervention in politics?   

- How can we change our culture which is based on authoritarianism? 
 
After affirming that part of the responsibility for rebuilding the State in the region is external, Aoun was 
adamant that the primary responsibility is internal. He went through the Algerian experience where polls fell 
short of expressing dreams. He said that the West dealt with the necessary transition to democracy in the 
region in an allusive and not in a practical and effective way because it did not support the Arab Spring. 
Moreover, by supporting the so-called moderate Islam in order to fight the radical Islam, the West 
committed one of its biggest mistakes. Aoun declared that religious institutions cannot be excluded from the 
challenge of modernity and that the nature of religious texts makes them prone to interpretation, event if 
paradoxical. He considered that Al-Azhar documents constitute a quantum leap but it is not viable to insist on 
religion as being the antidote as this region is not estranged from capitalism and modernity and religion 
cannot be the cure for its crises.   
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Hamzawi said that religion is a contentious issue and insisted on claiming a secular State which separates 
between religion and the public sphere so that religion does not become a weight-determining factor. He 
added that reforming religious institutions “with all due respect for the philosophical aspects of this process” 
is not between our hands but it is a task for those institutions themselves. It is true that they are affected by 
the social circumstances but social circumstances do not shape religious institutions. He declared: As civil 
society activists, we are asking for reform, yet we do not have an opinion when it comes to changing religious 
institutions. He considered that Article 2 of the Egyptian Constitution which stipulates that Islam is the source 
of laws is a discriminatory article because the religion of the State should not be mentioned in the 
constitution. In addition, religion should not be considered as a source of laws: “When I said this, I was 
accused of being a takfiri. However, I want a secular State and I agree with Anwar (El Buni) when he said that 
we need to break with our thinking before 2011. Civil society is the leverage which will allow us to lift the 
region up.” 
 
Conclusion: 
 
Hassan Mneimneh presented a wrap-up of the conference deliberations as follows:   
 
Speakers and participants tackled the topic of ambitions from two angles: either they are ambitions of hope 
or ambitions of greed. They are ambitions of hope when they express citizens’ longing for freedom and 
dignity, which was the case of the Arab Spring. They are ambitions of greed when they express regional and 
international projects and need specific regimes in order to increase their control and influence. We moved 
from the general to the particular, starting with a comprehensive overview of the history and reality of 
foreign intervention. Then, we focused on specific scenes such as Syria, Iraq and Lebanon and on the major 
actors there such as Russia, Iran and the United States. Some presentations considered these interventions to 
be the result of an expansionist desire, while others viewed them as a remedial need which does not reflect 
greed.  
 
It appeared that internal vacuum calls for foreign intervention. It is necessary to tackle more broadly the lack 
of institutional structures and the accompanying problematics in cultural structures. The general principles 
on which institutions’ building should be premised were also examined and a discrepancy appeared between 
those who considered religious reform as a necessity in order to build a modern, secular State and others 
who said that the separation between religion and the State should be made a principle and should not be 
the result of religious reform. It also became clear that intervention is no longer restricted to international 
powers as regional powers started to interfere as well. Therefore, crises are no longer the result of the West 
relations with the East but that of the relations prevailing between the countries of the region.   
 
Ivan quoted philosopher Emmanuel Kant definition of enlightenment: it is man’s emergence from his self-
imposed immaturity. Leverage starts with individuals and it is a long-term process. The beauty of democracy 
lies in it being a path which requires unremitting efforts and we must fight to attain it and to preserve it. 
Capitalism is good but it is like a baby. We should take care of it and establish rules and regulations to govern 
it, hence the importance of having a State as well as regional and international systems in place.               


