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Maison du Futur (MdF), in collaboration with Wilfried Martens Centre for European Studies, held a 

forum under the theme “Lebanese Consociational Democracy in the Consideration of the Future 

of Syria and Iraq” to discuss the merits and faults of the Lebanese model in the context of Syria 

and Iraq’s endeavors to identify a model that is likely to contribute to rebuilding a sound nation-

state structure. The event brought together politicians, researchers and scholars from Lebanon, Syria 

and Iraq, and was attended by president Amine Gemayel and Panos Tasiopoulos from Wilfried 

Martins Center for European Studies. Through readings of the Lebanese model from a wide array of 

perspectives, panelists discussed whether the model should be replicated or avoided in Syria.  

Sam Menassa, Executive Director of Maison du Futur, opened the event and welcomed attendees 

and speakers, explaining that Mdf held previously a conference about coexistence in Lebanon and 

that the forum complements it and presents an opportunity to discuss the advantages of a model that 

enabled Lebanon to weather multiple storms. Menassa spoke about the current serious crisis faced 

by Lebanon, which for him, is approaching an entity crisis that is mainly caused by this same 

model. He concluded by posing questions for the forum’s participants to address, including “if the 

Lebanese Model is controversial, why do we then propose it as a solution to the Syrian and Iraqi 

crises? Is it possible to replicate it in Iraq and Syria, knowing that some consider it as non-

representative, non-democratic, and a direct cause of corruption?”.  

 

President Gemayel then took the floor to welcome participants to the event. Some people might 

reprehend the subject of today's forum, particularly in view of the challenges faced by Lebanon, he 

said. "How could we propose the Lebanese model as a solution for our neighboring countries?" We 

have to look at the advantages of this model, which allowed us to withstand many difficult 

situations, to the extent some consider them to be the only way to the country’ salvation. Thus, the 

advantages of this model remain worth considering to redress Lebanon’s and the countries of the 

region’s crises, particularly those countries characterized by their diverse religious, ethnic and 

ethnic fabrics”, he added. President Gemayel hoped that the participants will together be able to 

explore the ability of this model to address the problems of neighboring countries.  

Representing the Wilfried Martins Center for European Studies, Panos Tasiopoulos spoke about 

the collaboration between the center and MdF that started two years ago. “I come from Greece and I 

think of the “consensus formula” that was adopted there and failed. But I have seen in Europe 

successful similar models as is the case of Austria and Switzerland. Although the European Union 

is not a country, it constitutes a perfect representation of this “Consociational model”, because the 

European member countries are all represented and exercise their role democratically. The goal of 

the Wilfried Martens Center for European Studies is to continue all efforts aiming at achieving 

progress in solving the Middle East’s problems", he said. 
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Tasiopoulous concluded by introducing the Wilfried Martins Center for European Studies. He 

explained that the Center is the official think tank of the European people’s party. Its mission is to 

help decision-makers and opinion leaders in the European Union (EU) to formulate new and 

effective political options that will make it a strong player on the international scene and a 

fundamental supporter of democracy. “As a democratic think tank, we are keen to be a forum for all 

dialogues of interest to the EU. We also work on introducing the EU in all cultural, social, 

economic and political fields. We have 25 external partners among which Maison du Futur. We 

organize a wide range of events and seek to reap benefits from their findings by circulating them 

through social media and other media outlets”, he added.  

Moderated by Nassif Hitti, former ambassador and university professor, Session 1 The Advantages 

of Consociational Democracy: What can be taken from the European and Lebanese experiences 

and applied to Syria and Iraq? included speakers: Antoine Messara, member of the Constitutional 

Council, writer and researcher, from Lebanon, Michel Kilo, writer, member of the opposition group 

who drafted the Damascus Declaration, Founder of the Revival of Civil Society Organizations, 

from Syria and Dr. Hashem Daoud, researcher and activist at the Centre National de la Recherche 

Scientifique (CNRS), from Iraq. 

According to Hitti, the Arab countries are currently witnessing the rising phenomenon of sub-

identities on one hand, and the trans-border identities on the other hand. “The Lebanese model 

remains the best despite all its downsides”, he said explaining that the consociational model does 

not necessarily translate into a shift to sectarian federations. The power-sharing is necessary 

specifically in the Arab World, and this is a model that could work in Syria and in Iraq, and many 

have already talked about a Syrian Taif and an Iraqi Taif that are not only based on religious power-

sharing, but also on ethnic power partnership. It is important however to preserve the sectarian 

hierarchy so that these sub-affiliations do not extend beyond national borders. 

Messara began his intervention by explaining that Lebanon is submerged today with psychological 

complexes, the first being an inferiority complex caused by the feeling that our system is bad 

compared to other systems. He considered that Lebanon also suffered from a cultural transgression, 

because all Arab and Islamic heritage has been ignored in countries ‘governance. The term 

sectarianism, he added, is not a scientific concept nor a legal framework, Michel Chiha used it 

parenthetically and it has three different meanings, each having its own diagnosis and treatment 

modality. The first is self-management of personal, religious and cultural affairs. The second is the 

positive differentiation regarding the adoption of the quota principle, and the third is the use of 

religion in politics and politics in religion and the isolationism of communities. "Therefore, when 

they talk about sectarianism in Lebanon, they often do not know what they mean and use it as a 

clothes rack to hang all the problems and miseries”, Messara uttered. 

According to Messara, the scientific name of sectarianism is the democratic management of 

pluralism; it has many different frameworks and forms and the so-called majority democracy or 

consociational democracy does not exist, yet there are various Constitutional systems that adopt it 
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and apply it. The Lebanese Constitution encompasses six articles that we consider sectarian, but we 

did not understand them, and the danger resides in the fact that their misinterpretation indicates that 

the Lebanese regime became an outlaw regime.  Messara considers that the great mistake of 

researchers is that they do not distinguish between the concept of democratic pluralism and the 

concept of religious, ethnic and cultural pluralism. There is a difference between the two concepts 

since the second classifies individuals and has a high degree of stability and is reflected by social, 

cultural, religious and health institutions. We should not be afraid of the term “pluralism”, 

especially in the Arab world, because it has an underlying meaning of interaction based on common 

interests. Most researches on this subject have failed because they merely described the reality 

without trying to propose solutions. "I disapprove many aspects of the political practice in Lebanon, 

and I stress that I am not talking about the illnesses of the system, which are many, and can be 

treated. We can for example substitute religionism with unionism which is trans-sectarian”, he 

emphasized. 

Messara explained that every point mentioned in the Taif Accord is the result of studies and 

dialogues debated over more than 15 years. “The Taif and the Constitution were not applied 

because the Constitution cannot be applied while the country is under occupation. Moreover, we 

cannot study the Constitutional regime before getting rid of the complex of inferiority”, he said. For 

him, resolving the problems of the region lies in the return to the Arab and Islamic heritage, where 

cultural pluralism and pluralism of rights are rooted. “The Millet System is old but has a potential 

for development”, he concluded. 

Kilo took the floor via Skype and spoke about two important features of sectarianism in Lebanon. 

The first is the upholding of the right of each community to manage its personal, religious and 

cultural affairs on its own, based on the principle of freedom. The second is its cooperation with an 

open European culture. This sectarianism, he said, included the idea of freedom, openness, 

recognition and acceptance of others and the attempt to find a political system that maintains 

balance between the various components of society, which with these attributes, do not show any 

commonality with the sectarianism that we know today because of the lack of freedom and 

democracy and the reclusiveness witnessed by our communities, something that tinged the sectarian 

system with a “non-consociative” shade. 

The strength of sectarianism in Lebanon was its ability to contain the differences between the 

religious communities, but this is a situation of the past, he added. "You are looking for the impact 

of the Lebanese sectarianism on its surrounding, especially on Syria, but I will reverse the question 

and discuss how Syria replaced open sectarianism with a secluded one. The same way the sectarian 

regime in Syria destroyed the country in material, cultural, political and social sense, it destroyed 

the Lebanese model. I do not exaggerate when I say that Lebanon today has an Assad influenced 

sectarianism that abated the existing interaction and balance between the religious communities and 

placed Lebanon under sectarian control that follows a pattern dissimilar to the one it followed more 

than 100 years ago", concluded Kilo. 
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Daoud then took the floor and pointed out that since the 1980s he has been interested in two issues. 

The first is the clans. The second is the ethnic identities as distinct identities within the context of 

the state. For him, pluralistic societies exist in all countries, but the dissimilarity between them, 

which is the main issue in question, is the relation between the power and the identities. He 

explained that identities are either born with us and we call them the fundamental identities or are 

imposed on us and we call them ad-hoc identities that are formed over time. “In our country we lean 

towards the fundamental identities that have an undemocratic nature. Since 1921, there has been a 

state in Iraq and there have been attempts to build a nation that blends pluralism and creates a 

balance in its components towards the creation of a society that responds to the requirements of the 

modern nation-state”, he said, indicating that the concept of sectarian balance during that period is 

completely different from its today's concept. The state of Iraq began with basics such as the rent 

economy, the army and the central administration, and the plan to regain its role as a melting pot for 

pluralism and create an Iraqi human being. The monarchy failed to create a homogenous society 

and to find common symbols. In the 1980s, these attempts entered into a crisis because the political 

system was autocratic. 

After 2003, Iraq disintegrated, and various discourses appeared, including the Iraqi, the Islamic, the 

regional in addition to the clan and the tribal discourses. All these situations already existed but they 

exacerbated due the weakness of the state, and their existence is one of the major challenges facing 

Iraq today. Fifteen years after the 2003 invasion, Iraq failed to manage its pluralism because all the 

discourses were of one color, whether among the Shia, Sunni or Kurd Arabs. For Daoud, the 

unifying identity discourse disappeared due to violent political conflicts and because clashes broke 

out between group members:  "There is no longer a single Shiite, Sunni or Kurdish discourse in 

Iraq. We have moved from political mobilization to military mobilization, all coupled with the 

weakness of the state, the militarization of identities and the inability of the state to manage 

violence”, said Daoud. He stressed that Iraq’s components are vulnerable to backsliding into 

violence, because they keep clashing and disagreeing over the power. 

"I think that the basic issue is related to the state, and we have to think about this state as a regulator 

that would create a balance in dealing with the individuals and the groups. We must think about the 

form of this state and the so-called sovereignty: how do we react today to the independent Kurdish’s 

state? What is the concept of sovereignty here? The Iraqi Kurdish Independence Referendum came 

as an invitation to share sovereignty, is this possible? On the other hand, how can we avoid doing 

injustice to the individuals in this context?”, asked Daoud. 

A question answer session followed: 

Watheq al-Hashemi from Iraq: I agree with Messara about the validity of the Lebanese model 

versus its erroneous implementation. This model was developed based on a consensus between 

parties who became now enemies. The national partnership implemented in Lebanon and Iraq was 

bad. After 2003, Iraq witnessed a phase marked by heightened tensions where each component was 

looking for its own interests. Today this “cantonal situation” is disappearing and the Iraqi 
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citizenship has started to surface. The Shia-Shia, Sunni-Sunni, Kurdish-Kurdish and Christian-

Christian conflicts are healthy conflicts that may pave the way for a unified national sense of 

belonging to the detriment of sub-affiliations. The biggest problem in Iraq today is that people 

began to regret the authoritarian regime because the erroneous implementation showed the flaws of 

democracy, most importantly, the widespread corruption. 

 

Hassan Mneimneh: The main issue in the Levant during the last century was the creation of a 

nation-state. The countries founded did not have an entrenched national framework. Today, we 

consider sub and transnational affiliations as illnesses, and the national belonging as a normal 

course of action, knowing that - to the exception of Lebanon whose seeds of the state started to 

sprout with the Mutasarifiya in which the Ottoman Millet System was later developed - no entity in 

this region existed within the framework of a state. Therefore, the sub-affiliations existed in the 

region before national affiliation, and transnational orientations are not abnormal or defective. 

Kassem Kassir: The crises in Lebanon are not associated with the Syrian presence or the 

emergence of Hezbollah as indicated by the 1958 events and the subsequent civil war. The 

Lebanese model was characterized by pluralism, freedom, relative democracy and external 

openness. The problems faced by this model arouse during the Civil War. Regarding Syria and Iraq, 

the sectarian and religious problems are no longer a priority, because the common and dominant 

problem today is the rampant corruption, and what we need, even in Lebanon, is a system that fights 

corruption. On a different note, I think that the Taif Accord came to redress certain problems that 

arouse at a certain stage in the history of the country, but this is not the case nowadays. Hence, we 

need a new social contract, as is the case in Syria and Iraq, where there is a need for a new vision 

and a new social contract. Hezbollah is not the cause of all of Lebanon's problems. Today, we must 

present a new approach to build a modern state, especially in terms of reserving the exclusive 

possession of arms and the resort to violence, to the state. In the world, the state is no longer the 

sole actor who controls violence, and the most significant example is the United States where the 

arm possession is a right for everyone. We should find a modality for the out-of-state arms and new 

frameworks to redress this issue. 

President Gemayel: I agree with the approaches about the impact of sectarianism on institutional 

stability. I think that there is fundamental point, although redressing it requires an additional effort: 

the subject of good governance, which had it been achieved, would have alleviated many conflicts 

and sensitivities. Since we are starting from the Lebanese experience, allow me to quickly to refer 

to the 1958 experience during which the revolution was instigated between Muslims and Christians. 

Afterwards, came the term of President Fouad Chehab, who introduced the element of governance 

and lifted the conflict from one level to another and achieved great political stability that allowed 

dialogue between both opponents. Good governance at that time saved Lebanon and re-built a bond 

between the Lebanese that lingered until the arrival of the Palestinians who blew up the situation. I 

think that the issue of good governance is very important and deserves to be thoroughly debated, 
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especially as we are fully aware that the spread of corruption and clientelism are caused by the lack 

of good governance. 

Minister Ibrahim Shamsuddin: I think that in principle, the Lebanese model can be adopted in 

Syria and Iraq, but a distinction should be made between the Lebanese model and the Lebanese 

regime; the first is good while the second is bad. The Lebanese model is not only a Christian 

Islamic consensus, but it laid the foundations of freedom and democracy, two of the major 

principles of the formation of the Lebanese society. I am referring to this, because I think that 

Lebanon is slipping towards a model that is taking away freedoms and democracy, and there is a 

surrender to the regime and its corrupt actors. The Lebanese regime is in fact a consensus between 

Muslims and Christians stipulated in a Constitutional context and not in a gentlemen agreement. If 

that were the case, we would have said that the agreement remained, but the gentlemen have gone. I 

wish there was an Iraqi Taif Accord - an Iraqi initiative that constitutes a model to redress the Iraqi 

problems. In 2012 and 2013, it came to my attention that research is conducted in the clean United 

Nations’ back rooms to come up with a solution to the Syrian crisis; I was requested to suggest 

ideas and I recommended the Taif modality - a written Constitutional model that integrates diversity 

and pluralism. The Lebanese model is good but deteriorated and we reached a sectarian confederacy 

that eroded the substance of the state. 

Ahmad Fatfat, former minister and Member of Parliament (MP): The Lebanese model has 

many advantages that enabled Lebanon to be the only country in the region to preserve freedoms 

and democracy after the founding of the state of Israel. However, if we want to replicate this model 

in other countries, it undoubtedly needs to be modified to match the situations of these countries. 

What was applied in Lebanon in 1943 cannot be applied today in Syria and Iraq, but it is important 

to find a model that would allow all elements to share power within the logic of good governance 

and under its umbrella. There is a difference between the right granted by the United States to bear 

individual arms and the possession of arms by a non-state organization with trans-border 

extensions: There is a world of difference between the right to bear individual arms and organized 

arms. A state can only be established if it has an exclusive right to use violence for law 

enforcement, otherwise we go back to the logic of the law of the jungle. Legalizing firearms 

possession by non-state actors eliminates democracy because it grants power to those who possess 

them at the expense of the other components of the state as is the case today in Lebanon. 

Hani Fahs: “I think that the discussion digressed from the theme of the session”. 

An answer session followed: 

Messara: Arab countries suffer from the lack of equality and participation: How do we deal with 

this? There are two ways: either we adopt a Zionist model, i.e., we create geographical spaces for 

specific religions, or we manage pluralism by elaborating the lessons captured from the Arab-

Islamic heritage. Sectarianism is not restricted to Lebanon, it is an Arab issue as well. Lebanon 

succeeded in addressing the problem of sectarianism even though in a non-masterly manner, and no 

one in the Arab world can beat us up in this regard. As for the state, nation-state and use of 
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weapons, it is necessary to point out that the weakness of the state leads to the emergence of other 

powers that co-share the governance and the administration and that in the end most likely triumph 

over the state.  

Kilo: I think that today’s trending pattern is the exclusionary sectarianism, and I reiterate that it is 

completely different from the sectarianism that Lebanon had known previously, which as I said, 

was based on freedom, democracy and openness to the other. The modern state was shaped by the 

idea of eliminating violence from the public sphere and substituting it with balance and stability. 

Therefore, what has been said about the need to find a new state-building approach on the principle 

of non-exclusive possession of arms is a deviation from the historical context of state-building and a 

return to the past". 

Daoud: I want to highlight one point: Historically, the Lebanese experience in managing pluralism 

and creating a space to protect it is rare, and we can call it "Lebanese Westphalia”. However, unlike 

Arab experiences, among which Iraq’s, Lebanon went from the specific to the general recognizing 

pluralism. The Arab countries, including Iraq, took a completely opposite approach: they started 

with the state to reproduce the remaining parts. We are now required to find a regulator because 

when the state fails, the identities are politicized - and apart from the tribal identity- all other 

identities do not inherently produce policies. The tribe by nature is a mini community where people 

have administrative roles and therefore are represented. 

Moderated by Nassif Hitti, Session 2 The Disadvantages of Consociational Democracy: What are 

the flaws of this governance system to be avoided in Syria and Iraq? included speakers: Dr. 

Hassan Mneimneh, scholar at Middle East Institute and Principal at Middle East Alternatives, 

Washington D.C, Dr. Wathek al-Hashemi, president of Iraqi Group for Strategic Studies, Iraq, 

and Samir al-Aita, Syrian economist and politician, President of the Forum of Arab Economists 

and former editor of the Arab Bulletin of Le Monde Diplomatique. 

Dr. Mneimneh began the session by saying that the political system in Lebanon is a compound 

system consisting of two entities. The first is the modern state - the patriotism that began 98 years 

ago with the declaration of the Greater State of Lebanon - that was required to comply with the 

world order so that it represents its society through representative frameworks. Lebanon took 

faltering steps towards the realization of this state. The second is the feudal entity that depends on a 

local relationship between the leader and his followers. The Lebanese regime furthered this 

phenomenon when leaders came into power and the relationship between the politician and the 

citizen became based on clientelism.  

Dr. Mneimneh remarked that this feudal system, which is rejected worldwide, overlapped with the 

Lebanese modern state system, and everyone in Lebanon became a co-accomplice. For him, that 

overlap resulted in a sectarian system. "As I mentioned earlier, the communal and transnational 

identities are not new to our reality, however, national identity is the most recent; this national 

identity was requested to be institutionalized and was a success and a failure: it somehow succeeded 

in Lebanon and failed in Syria and Iraq. 
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Dr. Mneimneh also noted that National sentiment does not necessarily conflict with patriotism, 

neither does sectarianism.  There is no need to defame and demonize sectarianism if it does not 

conflict with national sentiment. The feudal system hid behind sectarianism in the form of quotas, 

and as a result of this modern-feudal state duality, a third entity emerged in Lebanon that we cannot 

ignore: The canton (al-Wilaya) in the Sultani sense of the term. It is similar to the model of 

government adopted after the emergence of Islam (the Sultanate and the cantons). This is the 

current landscape in Lebanon with the presence of an Iranian canton and a military presence of 

Hezbollah: Hezbollah is a canton disguised in sectarianism. The problem in Lebanon is not 

sectarianism, but the permission given to different regimes to interfere on the local scene. When the 

quotas are applied unconsciously, they offer foreign actors an opportunity to interfere and exert an 

influence that trespass the ruling authority and extend beyond the countries’ borders, a reality that is 

camouflaged by sectarianism, Mneimneh concluded. 

Al-Hashemi took the floor suggesting that before 2003 sectarianism was not present in Iraq and its 

seeds were ingrained by the Iraqi Governing Council (IGC) that was formed on the principle of 

ethnic and sectarian quotas. After 2003, many tried to propose an Iraqi Taif Accord on the ground 

that a pluralistic country is a fertile ground for the replication of the Lebanese model. He spoke of 

three similarities between the Lebanese and the Iraqi situation: principle of quotas, intervention of 

foreign actors and misrepresentation of components. The most serious issue in both Iraq and 

Lebanon is the size of external influence on the internal political scene, he said, stressing that the 

relationship between the politician and the citizen stops at the end of the polling day and the closure 

of the ballot boxes; afterwards transnational considerations start to influence politicians’ decisions 

with each political party having a foreign-driven policy that is different from the state’s foreign 

policy. 

To conclude, al-Hashemi commented that two of the other problems at stake are the 

misrepresentation and the adoption of the principle of sectarian quotas that have affected all levels 

of administration. Nonetheless, unlike the Lebanese Constitution, the Syrian Constitution does not 

distribute posts according to sects; the error is obvious, and we continue to commit it. The two 

experiences failed and produced destructive wars. The third problem resides in the uncontrolled 

arms, as the warlords stand against the establishment of the state; add to this the major failure in 

building the state of institutions. 

Al-Aita stated that one of the dominant features of Lebanon is the longstanding freedoms that the 

Lebanese defend eagerly. However, the current situation raises fear for these freedoms. He posed 

several questions, which he considered fundamentals: “Is the Lebanese model valid at all times and 

in all places? “Does the model prevail over the entity as it was said?” “Doesn’t changing the 

country’s social and economic ecosystem necessarily entail changing the political system”? 

“The establishment of the state in Lebanon, Syria and Iraq showed dissimilarities. Syria and Iraq 

strengthened the power of the state, Lebanon followed an opposite path. Consequently, the 

composition of Lebanon’ ruling elites has not changed, and I think that the country has entered a 
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crisis because it did not know how to manage its border regions. Had the State taken the south into 

consideration, there wouldn’t have been a southern sense of belonging and the same applies to the 

north. The border regions are making the State pay the price of its negligence towards them. 

Additionally, unlike Syria and Iraq, there is no identification of the enemy and of the fundamental 

characteristics of national security in Lebanon”, he uttered. 

For al-Aita, in the first stage of the establishment of the first Syrian Constitution, the urban elites 

were mainly concerned about the openness of this Constitution. In the 1950s, the rural elites came 

into power, secluded feudal and economic elites and ruled with Hafiz al-Assad as icon. The first 

Syrian State is the one that established the schools and laid the foundations of the services. The 

rural people learned and then wanted to rule; this is a natural phenomenon prevalent in all countries. 

The third wave is the Rif al Sahel (ريف السهل) which brought along the political Islam. 

“Sectarianism exists in Syria, but not in the sense that the Lebanese Constitution gave to sectarian 

interests. The state in Syria was stronger than sectarian interests. This issue is essential because it 

shows the role of the state. In Syria, political systems were based on religious grounds and there is a 

Sunni majority and an Alawite minority. In Lebanon however, there is a balance between the 

communities and things are different. Iraq is in between: First, there was no sectarianism, then it 

emerged by way of preserving the rights of various components. I believe that under the current 

crisis, we must reconsider the Wahhabi experience in Lebanon, which is a Constitutional lesson 

from which we can learn”, he explained. 

Lastly, al-Aita mentioned other aspects such as the influence of other countries’ political situations. 

Lebanon has always been influenced by other countries’ upheavals, especially the neighboring 

countries. Today Syria has changed, and the Arab countries apply different models: the weight is no 

longer in Syria and Egypt but moved to the Gulf, while Iraq is idle. All the Mediterranean countries 

have become fragile, including Lebanon, and the Gulf countries are playing the economic role 

Lebanon used to play. All elements of a fragile state are present in Lebanon and we do not see 

anyone making any effort to prevent the explosion of the country. “There are talks in Lebanon 

about participating in the reconstruction of Syria while the country is unable to produce its own 

electricity, and I cannot understand how Syria is providing electricity to Lebanon, while it witnesses 

the worst war in recent history. I do not think that today Lebanon can offer anything to neighboring 

countries, because the country has nothing but a handful of consultants. The fear, the overriding 

fear, remains about "the continuity of the Lebanese model” in view of internal and external 

developments”, he concluded. 

During the discussion session the following questions and answered were raised: 

Hoda al-Khatib: We are talking about the merits and faults of the Lebanese model, which is a 

factuality in Lebanon, that created a diversity and an interaction between the different components 

of society to such an extent that Lebanon has been considered “the message”. The historical context 

took us from the model as an inevitable fact to the experience of president Fouad Chehab, which 

was built on institutionalization i.e. the formation of institutions. I believe that the consociational 
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democracy brought by the model dragged us to the war, then to the Taif Accord that stipulated the 

removal of political sectarianism and the establishment of the civil state, that is, the transformation 

from a multi-sectarian state to a civil one. This endeavor failed because of the fear of the other and 

the interference of external actors.  

Melhem Shaoul: I have a question for the Iraqi brothers: There are a lot of views in Lebanon about 

federalism and expanded decentralization." What is the Iraqis’ position on the federal experience? 

Mona Fayyad: I heard some saying that the Lebanese regime produced the war and others said that 

corruption is the fundamental problem of Lebanon. Allow me to make some clarifications: The 

Lebanese regime is not based on consensus or the so-called “consociational democracy” nor does it 

grant a veto power to any component. Today, Lebanon is under external pressure; it is cornered 

between two fires that Michel Chiha referred to when he said that in the south of Lebanon there is 

an enemy state, and, in the north, there is an enemy regime.  

Fayyad commented that the foreign influences began in Lebanon with the 1948 war and the arrival 

of Palestinian refugees; then, came the Cairo Agreement in 1969. Additionally, Lebanon is the only 

platform of freedom in the Arab world which made it a place of refuge for political opponents. In 

the 1960s and 1970s, Lebanon was a powerhouse that never stood still and gathered a group of 

political orientations that converged and diverged in a fluctuating course. This has made the country 

a destination for multiple state intelligence, a situation which entailed a great deal of interventions. 

If the Lebanese regime was given the opportunity to evolve normally without the burden of the 

Palestinian refugees and the Arab asylum seekers, the war would not have outbroken. 

“When the war ended, and the Taif Agreement was put in place, Syria did not allow it to be 

implemented. We cannot say that the Lebanese regime failed; it was never implemented so that we 

could evaluate it. For those who say today that corruption is our main problem (Hezbollah), we say 

that corruption with all its vices is merely a pretext used today to take Lebanon over”, she 

concluded. 

Sami Haddad: Mr. al-Aita gave us the good news that Lebanon will cease to exist and that we are 

only a handful of advisers. We reject this attack on Lebanon, especially in the presence of a former 

President of the Republic; Lebanon and the Lebanese have good fingerprints in all parts of the Arab 

world, they were a beacon of culture and civilization, they built the Gulf and opened the doors of 

their country for each repressed in quest of freedom. 

President Gemayel: I started my intervention by saying that we should always see the glass as half 

full. Today we are speaking freely, frankly and honestly, and as Lebanese, we have great 

confidence and absolute faith in our country. We must recognize that despite all the crises that we 

went through and continue to engulf us, and which are largely caused by external actors, the 

Lebanese Constitution remains our reference and salvation. Mr. al-Aita raised a question about what 

Lebanon has offered to Syria and what it can offer to it in the future. In fact, I do not have an 

answer to this question. I do not want to make an inventory of what Lebanon has offered the Arab 
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world and its contributions to development at all levels - cultural, economic and social. I want to 

talk about what Syria has offered Lebanon. Since the beginning, Syria has not recognized that 

Lebanon is an independent country, sovereign like any other country in the international 

community, and has international obligations based on its supreme interests. In 1952, Syria incited 

the Lebanese opposition and stood alongside it against president Bechara al-Khoury. Then came the 

rupture of 1955. In 1958, Syria intervened directly in fueling the 1958 revolution and tried to 

prevent the election of president Chehab and closed its borders with Lebanon in 1973. Later, it 

played a role in the civil war up until the era we refer to as the era of “Syrian guardianship” that 

ended with the assassination of president Rafic Hariri in 2005, not counting its clear fingerprints in 

all other assassinations. The assassination of my son Pierre is a clear sign that there was something 

sinister about this period in Lebanon’s history and in the history of the relation between the two 

countries. 

Add to this the fact that Syria sponsors out-of-state groups and contributes to exporting Hezbollah 

to Lebanon and strengthening its position by securing a route to supply it with weapons. In fact, 

every crisis in Lebanon has Syria's dirty fingerprints all over it.  

Mustafa Fahs: The development of the Lebanese model led to the development of an entity and its 

expansion. This entity established the Taif Agreement: In Lebanon, there are no dominant religious 

groups. This is not the case of the Sunni dominated Syria, nor the case of the Shia dominated Iraq. 

In marked contrast to a historical pattern, the two majorities in Syria and Iraq felt in danger for the 

first time which instigated the reign of violence. What was exported to Iraq from Lebanon is the 

scourge of quotas, knowing that Iraq before 2003 was not a state, but rather an authoritarian regime. 

I think that the Lebanese model cannot be applied neither in Iraq nor in Syria, first because of the 

history of repression in both countries and secondly because of the existence of a majority and a 

minority in both countries. 

Alia Mansour: I thank Dr. Mneimneh, who always makes valuable interventions, and prompts us 

to think things through. Today he said that the basis in our region is sub-affiliations and the 

emergency is the national affiliation, and this is in fact true. I disagree with Mr. al-Aita that the state 

in Syria is stronger than the religious communities. In fact, the state in Syria is complaisant with 

religious groups, and a large part of governance stability results from the fact that the religious 

institution is given a wide margin. The Syrian regime is a criminal regime, and I wonder if by 

saying that the criminality of this regime against Syria and the Syrians is all the more egregious 

than its criminality against Lebanon, I would be consoling the Lebanese. We cannot deny what 

Lebanon has offered to the entire Arab world, and I would like to highlight the role of the Lebanese 

press, which taught me how to think. 

President Gemayel: I am respectful to the Syrian people and I have a close relationship with many 

of them, and I believe that strengthening the relationship between the two countries needs to be 

done within the limits of mutual respect and preservation of the state. 
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Ahmad Fatfat, former minister and Member of Parliament (MP): I think that Mr. al-Aita’s 

criticism of Lebanon comes in the context of the theme of this session which is the flaws of the 

Lebanese system, and we have to admit that there are many. Today we are witnessing an economic 

and financial collapse and an unprecedented proliferation of corruption, yet we see no movement in 

the street because of the influence of the sects on trade unions’ movements. Corruption has become 

an institution in itself based on the principle of "act dishonestly so that I protect you and you 

become my follower”. Corruption affects all areas and we have many defects and problems in our 

system and our only weapon is dauntlessness. Today we are afraid and submissive like never 

before. 

General Khaled Hamadeh: Undoubtedly, there are loopholes in the Taif Agreement. The issue 

however is that this agreement was not implemented for us to identify its actual defects. The 

Lebanese model was based on sectarian quotas, but we failed to build a modern state based on 

institutions. The Lebanese were not unified in their belief that Lebanon is a nation, an ultimate 

nation. Under the first republic a class of intellectuals was formed, and the rural areas developed but 

were not represented in this model, which led subsequently to the explosion of 1975. Having a new 

balance of power in Lebanon today may cause the explosion of this model. 

Mounir Rhayem: The advantage of the Lebanese regime is that the model is based on respect for 

human beings and mutual respect among religious communities. 

An answer session followed: 

Mneimneh: We cannot say that there was no sectarianism in Iraq before 2003. The absence of 

sectarianism because of repression does not imply its inexistence, and there is plenty of evidence 

that it does, especially when we look at the Iraqi state’s slip towards racist sectarian practices. 

Saying that the occurrences of 2003 led to factionalism in Iraq is inaccurate, because in fact they 

unveiled what originally existed.  What makes the Lebanese model valid for consideration is the 

failure of all of us to create a national identity, we have rather enveloped in a sectarian identity that 

came as an enhanced consequence of the Ottoman Millet System. Israel and Lebanon are both 

ottoman products, the first evolved, but the second stood still. 

Al-Hachemi: Federalism is an important system that lessen the burden on the federal government, 

it failed in Iraq because the province began to act like a state. Saddam Hussein was not a sectarian 

but a dictator.  

Al-Aita: I was misunderstood when I spoke about the danger threatening Lebanon. My remarks 

came out of my concern about the only platform of freedom we have in the Arab world. I did not 

mean to provoke, I wanted to say that Lebanon's reliance on Syria's reconstruction to get out of its 

economic crisis is something that the Lebanese should reconsider. Lebanon is in danger of a real 

explosion if it neglects some of the problems, most importantly the parties that constitute a time 

bomb. Unlike Lebanon, there is sectarianism in Syria, but there are no sects, in the sense that there 

are no entities independent of the state, and there are secularists and sectarian secularists as well, 
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but there are no sectarian leaders. The Syrian regime inflicted harm on Lebanon, but it harmed the 

Syrians more than anybody else. 

Dr. Antoine Sfeir (Esq.), lawyer in Beirut and Paris and university professor, then took the floor to 

open the last session under the theme “Summary and Prospective”. 

Dr. Sfeir: I will try to summarize what has been said and discussed, and it is not an easy task 

considering the richness of the two sessions of the seminar. It was said first that sectarianism is a 

vice and I disagree, because the Lebanese system is based on a civil Constitution in all its meanings, 

and its clauses alluding to sectarianism are only meant to manage diversity. The Lebanese 

Constitution was not inspired by any religion. The fear of certain regimes - such as federalism and 

other regimes - is not rightful because it is associated with what was said about partition and that is 

a different story, and decentralization is a necessity emphasized by the Constitution. When we 

analyze our political system from the perspective of model assessment, we must go back to the 

basic model and to the circumstances that led to it, and we cannot do so today after all what 

Lebanon has gone through. 

Dr. Sfeir also remarked that the Lebanese model is not perfect, but it has remarkable features such 

as its Constitution and some of its leaders like President Chehab. The first government under 

President Gemayel was formed by specialists and experts, not politicians, introduced arbitration into 

the Lebanese judicial system and introduced the offshore system which allowed many companies to 

operate in Lebanon. The Lebanese model needs to be updated in the Constitution without the need 

to change the system. We need laws to tackle the problematics (for example, there is no mechanism 

to counter the non-formation of the government because there is no text on this subject in the 

Constitution). The Lebanese model is characterized by the rotation of power by all means and, in all 

circumstances, and this remains the norm despite the aberrations of the extension. The model also 

means the coexistence of its components, the diversity of opinions and the absence of inclusiveness, 

as well as the recognition of the rights of others, regardless of their beliefs, practices or differences. 

The so-called civil war is actually a war against Lebanon. Before that war, the crises were peaceful, 

but they turned violent with external interferences. 

As his remarks drew to a close, Dr. Sfeir highlighted two points regarding applicability of the 

Lebanese model in Syria and Iraq: 

- Syria needs a matching Taif Accord. 

- The federalism in Iraq is facing a crisis because it vacillates between its inapplicability and the 

latent sense of one nation. 

Lastly, we must exclude prejudices, Dr. Sfeir told participants before concluding that the three 

countries need ethics, transparency, accountability, social justice, and modern systems that are 

neither afraid of development, nor afraid of new ideas and that act in the best interest of people. 
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