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Special new year issue

I 

n the study of conflict 
resolution there is an 
exercise I found extremely 
helpful in understanding 
certain elements of a given 
conflict that are not imme-

diately apparent. It is called the 
helicopter perspective.

You imagine hovering over the 
problem from far above to view 
it at some distance, thus allowing 
a better understanding of all the 
actors and all ingredients of the 
problem at hand.

Some years ago I decided to use 
the helicopter hovering principle 
to look at the long-running Mid-

dle East conflict 
but instead of 
hovering over 
space I opted to 
hover over time. I 
was not trying to 
emulate an H.G. 
Wells protagonist 
and invent a time 
machine; instead I 
imagined looking 

at the same problem in different 
time frames.

I focused on the Arab-Israeli 
dispute, a conflict some historians 
claim has its origins in biblical 

days. Space in the magazine I 
was writing for being a concern, I 
avoided stories connected to the 
Old Testament and instead looked 
at the modern-day state of Israel.

In Basel, Switzerland, in 1897 
with the gathering of the First 
Zionist Congress under the 
leadership of Theodor Herzl, the 
decision was reached to create a 
homeland for the Jewish people. 
The choices were Argentina, Mad-
agascar, Uganda and Palestine.

Buenos Aires was desperately 
trying to entice white Europeans 
to settle the vast but sparsely pop-
ulated territory in South America. 
Madagascar was a French terri-
tory. Uganda was British. As the 
co-signers of the Sykes-Picot 
agreement that divvied up the 
spoils of the Ottoman empire at 
the close of World War I, Paris and 
London were concerned about the 
situation in their former colonies. 
And Palestine was an obvious 
choice given the historic ties the 
Jews have to the Holy Land.

As has become all too apparent, 
the introduction of God into any 
dispute renders the debate far 
more volatile.

Let’s now view the Syrian 

conflict from the helicopter. The 
civil war began with protesters 
demanding a say in the running of 
their country.

One cannot ignore the fact that 
Syria’s Sunni majority popula-
tion has always resented being 
autocratically ruled by a religious 
minority clique.

If one was to grade the different 
sorts of autocratic, religion-based 
regimes on how bad they are 
for those they govern, it would 
quickly appear that a religious 
minority-based regime is the 
worst of autocratic regimes.

But now that a radical inter-
pretation of Islam is what drives 
many of the Syrian rebels, there 
are lots of questions about the 
future regime in Syria. It is dan-
gerous enough when religion per-
meates politics. It is worse when 
it drives war alliances. And even 
more so when it stands to define 
the future of any nation.

Looking back over the years and 
the conflicts, and, as we know, 
there has been no shortage of vio-
lence in the region. At the end of 
every war there followed a cycle 
of terrorism-based violence that 
surpassed the violence produced 

by the previous war. Indeed, the 
Fedayeen came into the limelight 
after the June 1967 Middle East 
war. By comparison to the jihadist 
Islamic State (ISIS) yesteryear’s 
terrorists seemed tame. As the 
level of violence has increased, so 
has the calibre of weaponry used.

Negotiating peace between Pal-
estinians and Israelis as complex 
and complicated as it may be has 
become more complicated with 
the arrival of the Russians on the 
battlefield in support of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad.

Now that the Russians have got-
ten their feet wet in the Mediter-
ranean, there’s no going back for 
them. This is what the Russians 
have been aiming for since the 
days of the czars. They gambled 
and they won.

Today’s Syrian civil war is the 
dirtiest, bloodiest and fiercest 
conflict the Middle East has ever 
seen and, if the current trend 
continues, there will be no telling 
where it will end or how it will 
end.

Claude Salhani is the Opinion 
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Delaying peace is a bad idea
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Hope glimmering, needs to be fanned

T
he year just ended was 
historic in the many 
ills mankind inflicts on 
itself. The war in Syria 
was emblematic, with 
its horrific multisided 

conflict that includes an abusive 
regime and the Islamic State 
(ISIS), a terrorist group so ghastly 
many consider Bashar Assad, 
accused of killing thousands of 
his own people, a preferable 
option.

That war, combined 
with a lack of op-
portunity elsewhere 
in the region, led to 
one of the largest 
mass migrations in 
history. Hundreds of 
thousands fled, an 
exodus that continues. 
Facing treacherous sea 
crossings or equally 
demanding treks over 
thousands of miles of 

land, refugees faced unbelievable 
hardship rather than deal with un-
bearable oppression and violence 

at home.
When host countries had trouble 

dealing with the sheer number 
of refugees, camps often became 
squalid, with disease rampant. In-
ternational and non-governmental 
organisations could not keep up 
with the demand for aid. Their 
tasks were hampered by wide-
spread apathy — one of the world’s 
greatest offences.

Political unrest, some involving 
armed battles, marked many coun-
tries. The lack of opportunity for a 
productive life made many young 
people ripe targets for extremists 
and willing partners in terrorism at 
home and abroad.

The Greek myth of Pandora has 
her opening a container, allowing 
all the world’s ills — death, sick-
ness, poverty, hunger and more — 
to escape. Those afflictions seemed 
to settle over the Middle East and 
North Africa like a thick, suffocat-
ing cloud in 2015.

However, the last spirit out of 
Pandora’s jar was Elpis, the embod-
iment of hope. This is mankind’s 

greatest asset. Hope brings light 
to darkness. Hope allows us to see 
past adversity and sense that relief, 
safety and peace are possible.

Hope glimmered by the end of 
2015. There were talks concerning 
the war in Yemen and the political 
deadlock in Libya. There were ne-
gotiations bringing together many 
of the factions involved in the Syr-
ian fighting. The Tunisian Quartet 
was honoured with the Nobel 
Peace Prize, a concrete affirmation 
that the democratic experiment in 
Tunisia was not unnoticed.

There was an outpouring of 
concern for refugees. The guiding 
light here was Germany, under 
Chancellor Angela Merkel, whose 
actions eased the humanitarian 
crisis. Berlin said it expected more 
than 800,000 asylum applications 
in 2015.

Despite myriad pitfalls and 
snares hampering progress, people 
still turn to hope that the fate of 
the region would turn. It was des-
peration that drove the refugees 
to leave their ancestral homes but 

they were shepherded by hope. 
Hope, for many, is a last refuge.

Many, assuredly, gave in to 
despair, believing that even hope 
was no longer an option. This is the 
most concerning situation. When 
hope no longer exists, those creat-
ing desperation and despondency 
have won.

This cannot be allowed to hap-
pen. The region’s true leaders — 
those who respect their people and 
honour the mantle of authority 
— must show there is a way from 
the gloom of 2015. The rest of the 
world must support — with words, 
certainly, but also materially — 
those leaders and their people.

If 2105 was noted for despair, all 
people must do whatever is pos-
sible to make 2016 a glowing exam-
ple to lead those in such desperate 
need towards the light that is hope. 
It is the humane — and human — 
thing to do.

John Hendel is the Senior Editor 
for The Arab Weekly. He lives in the 
United States.
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015 was a Reversal of 
Fortune for Syria: No ups 
and downs for its poor, 
suffering people — it has 
been a downer for them 
all the way. But for the 

different armies, religious 
movements, political factions and 
the major powers moving them 
like chips on a poker table, it was a 
year of endless ups and downs.

First, the United States backed 
the Free Syrian Army (FSA). Then 
it dropped it. Now the FSA may be 
seeking an accommodation with 
Russia.

The year began with the Islamic 
State (ISIS) riding high in 
Syria and for many months 
its momentum continued 
unabated. However, the 
Russian intervention in 
Syria, combining air strikes 
with ground operations 
carried out by the regular 
Syrian Army combined 
with a stepped-up rhythm 
of air strikes by the US-led 

coalition appears to have 
stalled ISIS’s gains.

December sees long-embattled 
Syrian President Bashar Assad rid-
ing surprisingly high and making a 

monkey out of the US government’s 
continued insistence that he must 
go. His Russian allies have proven 
relentless and efficient in bombing 
groups such as al-Nusra Front. And 
Iran remains committed to main-
taining Assad in power, no matter 
what.

One key point often overlooked is 
that Russian Air Force coordination 
with Syrian ground forces appears 
to be much quicker and more com-
petent than US coalition coopera-
tion with the Iraqi Army.

Will this latest pattern continue 
into the New Year? Definitely.

Russia and Iran for their differ-
ent but complementary reasons are 
determined to preserve Bashar As-
sad and restore his national power. 
But do not expect Russia and Iran 
to simply react to challenges from 
the United States, Turkey, ISIS or 
anyone else.

In 2016, Damascus can be ex-
pected to go on the offensive for 
the first time in many years and it 
will seek to roll back ISIS. Hezbol-
lah for the moment will focus on 
joining in those efforts too, giving a 
short breathing space, but no more, 
to its main enemy, Israel.

However, expect more surprises 

and Reversals of Fortune down the 
line.

In 2016, Russia can be expected 
to step up its support for Syria, to 
boost its influence in the region 
and as retaliation for continued 
US-led economic sanctions imposed 
over Russia’s retention of Crimea 
and support for the secessionist 
Ukrainian provinces of Donetsk 
and Lugansk. Do not be surprised if 
major Russian naval assets return to 
Latakia or if ground forces move in 
to further boost Assad and his army.

Russian President Vladimir Putin 
may even use Russia’s role in Syria 
as leverage with Saudi Arabia in 
seeking joint efforts to stabilise oil 
prices.

Syria has been a weak basket 
case for so long that nobody in the 
region has been able to contem-
plate it as a revived and renewed  
threat. However, if Assad’s rise in 
fortune thanks to his support from 
Russia in the air and Hezbollah on 
the ground continues, a revived 
Damascus regime is likely to prove 
assertive and threatening to its 
neighbours. 

That will be very different from 
the cautious regional policies 
(except in Lebanon) that Damascus 

followed from the 1973 October War 
(also called War of Ramadan and 
the Yom Kippur War) with Israel to 
the start of the current great upris-
ing in 2011.

The latest ridiculous and igno-
rant cliché making the rounds in 
Washington is that the credibility 
of the state lines drawn by Britain 
and France after World War I has 
run out.

That idea will be laughed out of 
court by Saudi Arabia and the Gulf 
emirates, none of which were es-
tablished by imperialist-colonialist 
fiat and all of which were delighted 
to see the British and the French 
empires out of the region.

But Putin’s support for Assad 
shows that one state structure 
established by the French nearly 
a century ago is still going strong. 
Syria in its current form is not going 
away. The events of the coming 
year will confirm that.

Martin Sieff is a senior fellow 
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(Amazon-Kindle, 2015).
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A religious 
minority-based regime 
is the worst of 
autocratic regimes.


