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Opinion

T
he first round of Syria 
peace talks in 2012 
resulted in an agree-
ment that any political 
settlement of the 
conflict must end with 

a transitional governing body 
with full executive powers.

A second round of talks in 2014 
failed to produce results, largely 
because Syrian President Bashar 
Assad’s representatives refused to 
discuss such a government.

A third round of talks, known 
as Geneva III, is under way with 
representatives of the Syrian 
government and the opposition 

forces participating.
Before Geneva 

III, Syrian Foreign 
Minister Walid 
Muallem said his 
government rejected 
the UN envoy’s call for 
presidential elections 
within 18 months. 
“Bashar [Assad] is 
a red line and is the 
property of the Syrian 
people,” Muallem said 

at a March 12th news conference in 
Damascus.

UN Special Envoy for Syria 

Staffan de Mistura insisted 
political transition must be on the 
Geneva III agenda, calling it “the 
mother of all issues”. If the talks 
do not succeed, he said, the only 
alternative is to return to war.

US Secretary of State John Kerry 
indicated that if a genuine shift 
to a transitional government does 
not take place in the next few 
months, he would consider an 
alternative in which Syria would 
be partitioned into multiple states. 
“It may be too late to keep it as 
a whole Syria if we wait much 
longer,” he told the US Senate 
Foreign Relations Committee on 
February 23rd.

The Geneva III negotiations are 
likely to fail like the previous two 
rounds, at which point the United 
States and other international 
powers would consider 
partitioning Syria along ethno-
religious lines as a solution to the 
brutal war.

A partitioning project is not 
the best way to attain peace 
in Syria and would disregard 
the interconnectedness that is 
prevalent among Syria’s various 
communities. The resolution to 
the conflict should deal with the 

root problems of the conflict.
The concept of partitioning Syria 

into enclaves is unrealistic; no 
group in Syria would agree to such 
divisions — with the exception of 
the separatist-oriented portion of 
the Syrian Kurdish population — 
and neither would countries in the 
region.

A partition of Syria would likely 
create three states within the 
current Syrian borders: a Sunni 
Arab state in the centre and south, 
a state for the Kurds in the north-
east and an Alawite state on the 
coastal west.

Any division of Syria would 
result in destabilisation of regional 
security, potentially sparking 
regional conflicts, particularly 
between Turkey and the Kurds. 
Ankara would do whatever it takes 
to prevent the establishment of 
Kurdish sovereignty along its 
southern border.

The areas controlled by the 
Islamic State (ISIS) would present 
major challenges and, if it is to be 
defeated, who would take over its 
territory?

On a human level, partitioning 
would affect millions of Syrian 
refugees in neighbouring 

countries and would prevent many 
of them from returning to their 
homes.

Partitioning may present 
short-term humanitarian benefits 
by temporarily stopping the 
bloodshed; however, it is not 
sustainable and could lead to 
unforeseen consequences. The 
potential breakaway regions 
would be weak, economically 
fragile and hard to manage.

International pressure on the 
Assad regime is critical to reach 
a compromise and enable peace 
talks to succeed. With pressure 
on the regime, a comprehensive, 
inclusive solution for Syria could 
be the way to attain peace and 
sustainability — a solution that 
promotes Syrian territorial unity 
and civil identity, which in turn 
would mobilise the population to 
counter terrorism and stimulate 
tolerance. International and 
regional powers would benefit 
from upholding a unified Syria.

Abdulrahman al-Masri reports on 
politics and news in the Middle 
East and Syria in particular. He can 
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 @AbdulrhmanMasri.

Partitioning Syria is not the answer

The potential 
breakaway regions 
would be weak, 
economically fragile 
and hard to manage.
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W
ritten by 
Jeffrey Gold-
berg, The 
Obama Doc-
trine, pub-
lished in the 

April 2016 issue of the Atlantic, 
is an indispensable reference to 
understanding the US presi-
dent’s approach to the world, 
seeking to explain Barack 
Obama’s reluctance and impas-
siveness towards the Middle 
East.

In the lengthy article, based 
on interviews conducted over 
a number of months, Obama 
demonstrates contempt for 
European and Arab states that 
have been among Washington’s 
closest allies. It seems that 
Obama, whose term in office 
expires in January 2017, no longer 
cares about the traditional rules 
of the game.

Obama appears to be a man 
beyond self-criticism or self-
doubt. Justifying his approach, 
Obama sought to stand out from 
his predecessors, believing that 
he is setting forth a completely 
new foreign policy regarding the 
use of soft and hard power that 
will be followed by whoever sits 
in the Oval Office.

Obama proudly says that one of 
the best decisions he made was to 
back away from taking military 
action against the Assad regime 
in 2013 after it broke his famous 
“red line” and used chemical 
weapons. Obama seemingly fails 
to show any awareness that his 
decision not to take action led to 
the current Syrian disaster, which 
has expanded to embroil the 
wider region; he does not seem 
to feel any responsibility for the 
Syrian crisis.

Based on the disastrous 
military adventures pursued by 
his predecessor, Obama’s Middle 
East policy has been plagued by 
indecisiveness and caution. The 
US president likens the Middle 
East to the Hobbesian “war of all 
against all”. Based on this view, 

Obama says the 
United States should 
avoid, as much as 
possible, becoming 
embroiled in the 
Middle East. Thanks 
to America’s energy 
revolution, he 
views the region as 
being of “negligible 
relevance” to the 

future of the US economy, 
which he believes lies in Asia.

This withdrawal from the 
Middle East flies in the face of 
almost 60 years of Washington 

policy. The complexities of 
constant conflicts, the scale 
of regional and international 
interests and the simple lack 
of successful states have 
transformed the Middle East into 
a quagmire of crises.

At the same time, the Obama 
administration’s failure to 
advance Palestinian-Israeli peace 
and its action, or lack thereof, on 
the massive changes that have 
swept the region, not least the 
rise of Islamic extremism, as well 
as its latest rapprochement with 
Tehran, have hardly helped.

The Obama reading of the 
Middle East, including the 
latest dealings with Iran, is not 
circumstantial but based on 
concrete thinking regarding 
what he would like to see in the 
future. In particular, Obama is 
reportedly an admirer of Harvard 
Professor Stephen Walt, who 
advocates balance in the Middle 
East between Sunnis and Shias 
and says that Washington’s role 
should be to intervene only if that 

balance is upset.
For Obama, the Sunni Gulf 

must learn to “share” the region 
with Shia Iran. Riyadh and 
Tehran must move towards 
“some sort of cold peace”, 
Obama says, blaming “proxy 
wars and chaos in Syria and Iraq 
and Yemen” on “competition” 
between Saudi Arabia and Iran. 
Obama was well aware that 
the nuclear deal would anger 
America’s traditional allies in 
the Middle East, from Israel 
to Turkey, to Egypt and Saudi 
Arabia. He pursued it anyway.

He also criticises Saudi Arabia 
and the Gulf Arabs, seemingly 
holding them responsible for 

changes within Islam, including 
the popularisation of the hijab 
in Indonesia. But the Quran is 
an Arabic document and Islam is 
intrinsically linked to the Arab 
world; you cannot separate one 
from the other.

Obama is keen to point the 
finger but makes no mention 
of the ties between Iran and al-
Qaeda or even his own country’s 
history in Afghanistan or the 
fall of the shah, which arguably 
paved the way for the rise of 
religious considerations in 
international politics.

The article exposes Obama’s 
unemotional and “Spockian” 
nature. He was awarded a Nobel 
Peace Prize in his first year in 
office but perhaps that was 
premature. When Obama leaves 
office almost eight years later, 
he will be leaving behind a less 
secure and more troubled world.
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Obama’s Middle East 
policy has been plagued 
by indecisiveness and 
caution.

When Obama leaves 
office almost eight 
years later, he will 
be leaving behind a 
less secure and more 
troubled world.

A December 2015 file photo shows US Special Operations Commander General Joseph Votel (R) 
listening as US President Barack Obama (L) speaks following a US National Security Council meeting 
on counter-ISIS efforts.


