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After years of violence and destruction, and with no political solution in 

perspective nor any predictable military victory for any of the many warring 

sides, and after the failure of the previous Geneva talks, should the Syrian 

opposition participate in the planned Moscow discussions? As a French 

citizen, I am not in a position to say anything since this conflict is not mine, 

even though I consider the regime as brutal and Machiavellian, unable to reform itself and 

organically prone to repression. On the other hand, many rebel armed factions wage war in a 

way which I disapprove of (torture and killing of prisoners, kidnappings, random shelling, 

etc., in many instances). Not to mention the extremist Islamist groups that consider whoever is 

not with them is against them, which implies barbaric punishments. Finally, it seems that a 

huge majority of Syrian Arabs, be they for or against the regime, refuse to admit that the 

Kurds should enjoy some kind of political autonomy, thus denying them the right to self-

determination, which I view as sacred. 

 

In this terrible context of general terror and collective hatred, I cannot defend anyone, but 

those who suffer. Moreover, after having lived some part of my life in Syria (1985-1986, 

1992-1997, plus regular sojourns, the last one being in September 2014), the people I got 

acquainted with come from all the social classes, all the geographical parts of the country, all 

ages, all political tendencies, all communities. But since I worked in Damascus, most of my 

closest friends inevitably live in the capital. And the ones with whom I am still in contact with 

hold different and antagonistic views on the regime, the opposition, and the conflict. So what 

should I write without offending or even betraying some of them? These lines will thus be 

less a doctoral judgment on the war than a modest reflection aiming at smoothing things over. 

 

My experience with the Syrian opposition in Paris (France being a centralized country, the 

capital is therefore the privileged political arena) is, I should say, a bit disappointing. I took 

part in a demonstration some two years ago, the logistical organization of which was not 

really satisfying, not to say a word about the mottoes which asked for so many different things 

making it difficult to identify any clear political program. But I cannot generalize, of course, 

since other demonstrations have been organized. A few months ago, I had the opportunity to 

provide assistance to a conference in Paris, which was held in a nice yet rather confidential 

place. The attendants were almost all Syrians, with few young people. Then, after having 
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heard a few times – as if it were an incantatory ritual – a heart-breaking poem called ‘La 

Dame de Damas’, which was sung at the tunes of a guitar, people shared drinks and food. But 

this conviviality and poetic emotion, was not translated into the elaboration of a political 

program. 

 

I have often told some of my Syrian friends and acquaintances, being activists, not to hesitate 

to solicit my contribution whenever a conference is going to be held, but my reiterated 

proposals have been unheeded up to now. Syrian disorganization? Lack of time? Other 

priorities? Or dogmatic reluctance to rely on my modest expertise on the biased assumption 

that I criticized too harshly the lack of moral purity within some of the rebel armed groups 

(“La justice chariatique en Syrie ‘libérée’: un modèle juridique consensuel?”, Confluences 

Méditerranée, n° 90, Summer 2014)? Whatever the reason, I continue to believe that the 

regime is historically doomed to fall, because of its infamies, and that all the officers 

responsible for war crimes should be brought to court. Yet, the Alawite community per se 

should be protected (like everybody else). Finally, another Syrian friend of mine, who may 

(have) play(ed) an important role in articulating clear and unified political demands, because 

of his experience within the regime’s inner circles, has been up to now wavering between 

actively joining the opposition and ruminating on his disillusions. 

 

All these – partial – facts therefore give the impression of a lack of coordination, a failure to 

unite the opposition’s different tendencies, an inaptitude to muster the opposition leaders’ 

conflicting egos, an inability to promote a convincing political message, and an incapacity to 

reach out even to the exiled Alawites. Thus how could the French authorities (just to mention 

them) have a precise perception of the opposition’s goals, and with which kind of partner 

could they collaborate? For instance, the technical commission that was supposed to be set up, 

under French patronage, to supervise the protection of the Syrian archeological patrimony has 

remained a pending project (for lack of funding as well as because too few consensual and 

competent Syrian personalities have been identified). It even appears that the imperious 

necessity to fight terrorism (which directly threatens the national security) has discreetly 

pushed to the renewal (since about a year ago) of unofficial contacts between French 

intelligence and the Syrian secret services. 
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Worst of all, the opposition in exile (in France, Europe, Turkey, Egypt, etc.) does not seem to 

have a lot of leverage on the armed groups theoretically linked to it. To sum up the nature of 

the political and military opposition (without including the Islamists who have their own 

agenda, and the Kurds who nurture strong inclinations for at least autonomy), one could say 

that it consists of antagonistic tendencies supported and financed by foreign entities 

promoting divergent aims. In this sense, the newly elected leader of the Coalition, Khaled 

Khoja, may have refused to take part in the coming Moscow talks – which presuppose the 

legitimacy of the Syrian president – since he knows that going there before having united the 

ranks may certainly prove a disadvantage, whereas the regime is indefectibly supported by 

Iran, Russia, Shiite Iraq, and Hezbollah, in contrast to Western hesitations, Turkish 

contradictions, and Gulf inconsistencies. 

 

Yet, in refusing to talk to Syrian pro-regime representatives, the Coalition may lose precious 

time and yield more ground to Islamists. In spite of the understandable reluctance, the 

Coalition should seize this opportunity to establish regular contacts with Russia, a cynical but 

inevitable mentor, for whom Asad’s pretended legitimacy may in the end just be a simple card 

in Moscow’s confrontation with the West. And it should also be reminded that supporting 

Asad already represents a burden on Iran’s economy, a strain on Hezbollah’s human 

resources, and an obstacle for the Iraqi national reconstruction process. Indeed, the pro-regime 

foreign actors may probably be relieved to see a cost-saving transition on the condition that 

the new order protects their vital interests. From an interior point of view, many Alawites, 

apart from extremist elements, may certainly support a sharing of power on the condition that 

the security apparatus remains (at least for some time) under the control of officers belonging 

to minorities, so as to avoid a (partly imaginary) collective revenge on the part of angry 

Sunnis. Whatever the options, any agreement will need painful concessions. Blood cannot be 

cheap and justice has to be administered, but talking to Syrian officials, while reassuring 

Moscow, may in the end save people’s lives. 


