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Syria

Background Information:

Syria is a Middle East nation that lies east of the Mediterranean Sea and is bordered by Turkey, Iraq, Jordan, Israel, and Lebanon (clockwise). The area encompassing Historical Syria, which included Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, and Jordan, has been home to a vast number of ancient civilizations and nations. The Euphrates River and the Mediterranean Sea helped to make the territory a crossroads for armies on the road to conquest  (U.S. Department of State, Background Note: Syria, 1-3). Its capital Damascus was settled in 2500 B.C. and is located in the southwest corner of the country. Damascus is considered to be one of the most ancient and continuously inhabited cities of the world  (U.S. Department of State, Background Note: Syria, 2). 


The territory comprising modern day Syria can trace its roots to 1920, when the Arab Kingdom of Syria was established. King Faysal ruled the country until French forces defeated him that same year. France occupied Syria under a mandate from the League of Nations until 1940. The British and the Free French continued to occupy the Syria until 1946, when Syrian nationalists were able to drive them out; thus the Syrian Arab Republic was born (U.S. Department of State, Background Note: Syria, 3).


From 1949 to 1970, a series of coups constantly changed the leadership of the country. A coup in 1954 and tensions from the Suez Crisis of 1956 resulted in Egypt and Syria joining forces to create the United Arab Republic. The union was marred by Egyptian dominance of Syria, and ultimately it was disbanded  (U.S. Department of State, Background Note: Syria, 3).   

In 1963, the socialist Ba’ath Party emerged and gained control in a definitive struggle for the leadership of the country. The Ba’ath Party then engaged in efforts to form a new federation of Arab countries consisting of Iraq and Egypt. However, after internal squabbling among the leaders of the parties, they were unable to reach a compromise (U.S. Department of State, Background Note: Syria, 3). Minister of Defense Hafiz al-Assad seized on this instability in a bloodless coup and assumed the role of prime minister.

Hafiz al-Assad worked tirelessly to consolidate power in the hands of the Ba’ath party using mixture of harsh repression and multiple security services with strict institutional procedures (ICG Middle East Report # 24, 3). This resulted in firm and centralized rule. Domestically, he ushered in an era of unprecedented stability. He showed a willingness to integrate disaffected Sunnis into the political arena, and thus he was able to create sense of legitimacy by enjoying widespread support (ICG Middle East Report # 24, 2-3). Support for Hafiz al-Assad extended far beyond Syria. Financial assistance from Gulf countries such as Saudi Arabia enabled him to broaden his base of support (ICG Middle East Report # 24, 3). He ruled for 30 years before his death in 2000. After his death, the Syrian constitution was modified to allow his son to take over power. This was a novelty in that it created the first Arab republic hereditary regime (ICG Middle East Report # 24, 4).   

Policy Position:

The major policy goals of Syria fit into three broad categories: reclamation of territory, Arab unity and nationalism, and economics. Of these categories, reclamation of territory is the chief issue, providing a means of rallying support for all other concerns and interactions in which Syria engages. The issue of territory centers on the Golan Heights region, which Syria lost to Israel in 1967 during the Six-Day War. Because of this loss, Syria still considers itself to be at war with Israel, and this fact continues to shape its interactions with neighboring countries. In fact, any real attempt at solving the Middle East conflict ultimately returns to the Golan Heights. Syria continues to meddle in the actions of the countries surrounding Israel and to fund terrorist and militia groups that seek to undermine Israeli stability.


Pan-Arab unity and the spread of Arab nationalism are also of the utmost importance to Syria. Throughout the recent past, Syria has lost many of its allies in the cause, but it has remained unwavering in its resolve. By separately negotiating peace with Israel, both Egypt and Jordan isolated Syria and provided real impetus for change. Though these occurrences backfired. Syria now sees itself as the lone defender of the Arab cause, and thus Syria finds it necessary to engage in matters of protection for the Palestinian people and defend the plight of all Arabs. Recently, peace talks between Israel and Syria fell apart when a working form of the treaty, in which Syria had conceded some issues contrary to Arab nationalism, was leaked. Syria is willing to protect its image as defender of the Arab cause at all costs (“Being Hafiz al-Assad,” 2-3).


The need for massive economic liberalization and reforms, and the lack of any real progress in said concerns, has resulted in economic demands moving to the forefront of Syria foreign policy. Recent history has shown that Syria is willing to pursue policies that are advantageous to it economically. As its natural resources are dwarfed by neighboring powers, foreign aid contributes dramatically to GDP, as much as 40.9% in 1979; it continues to grow rapidly and has risen by 400% since 1991 (Quillam 1999, 50). Syria’s ability to solicit more and more funds can be attributed to its strategic location in the region. It has played this card adeptly during the two largest regional conflicts: the Arab-Israeli conflict and the Iran-Iraq War. By aligning itself with the Gulf Arab states, Syria has yet to concede to World Bank pressures and continues to take loans from its Gulf partners, who do not require it make desperately needed reforms as such reforms might prove to be destabilizing to the entire region. As long as neighboring countries’ purses allow, Syria will continue to be a military and an ally for rent.


Syria is listed as a state sponsor of terror, and hence, is subject to legislatively mandated penalties by the US in the form of export sanctions and ineligibility to receive most forms of US aid and to purchase military equipment (U.S. Department of State, Background Note: Syria, 10). In light of these sanctions, Syria has needed to seek out friends outside the realm of the western world. These penalties have largely backfired, pushing Damascus into the hands of the “axis of evil” nations. Syria has sought out economic ties with Iran and a military relationship with North Korea.


Iran has begun to pursue an active investment strategy in Syria. Seizing upon Syria’s undeveloped economy, Iran has invested in strategic industries that give it enormous influence in domestic affairs. In Damascus’s recent privatization of state-run industries, Iranian firms have taken over key industrial sectors such as automobile manufacturing, concrete production, power generation, and petrochemical recycling (NY Times, 10/4/07). This has caused Iranian investment in Syria to serge to almost $400 million in 2006, making Iran its third-largest foreign investor (NY Times, 10/4/07). While it is generally easier and more profitable to invest in more stable economies like Egypt and Jordan, Iranian investment is largely state-sponsored, and thus additional risk is accepted as necessary occurrence in the road to gaining a more strategic stake in the country. This recent trend is causing some concern among the political elite of Syria as they are beginning to see that it is not merely a coincidence. One government adviser was quoted as saying “these industries are vital and would give the Iranians a huge say” (NY Times, 10/4/07).


North Korea has emerged as Syria’s key supplier of military technology. While small arms trade between the two countries has existed for some time, their current relationship involves the development of more precise rockets and of various chemical and nuclear weapons. Diplomats believe that North Korean engineers have enhanced the range of Scud-C rockets for Syria so that they are now capable of striking Israel (The Times (London), 9/16/07). Another worrying development is that Syria has begun to act as a conduit for the supply of North Korean military technology to Iran; it is estimated that almost 50 million pounds of missile components and technology have moved through Syria to Iran (The Times (London), 9/16/07).


Lebanon maintains a rather adversarial relationship with Syria. Since it was part of Syria until 1926, its grievances are chiefly that Syria continues to undermine its sovereignty. From Syria’s perspective, Lebanon is an unaligned strategic ally that it cannot afford to lose. Syria’s preoccupation with Lebanon most likely stems from the fact that Egypt and Jordan deserted it in the pursuit of a unified stance against Israel. To ensure that similar events would not be repeated, Syria maintained approximately 17,000 troops in Lebanon until April 26, 2005 (U.S. Department of State, Background Note: Syria, 9). Even after the withdrawal of troops, Syria continues to interfere in state affairs by assassinating high-profile Lebanese critics of Syria and funding resistance groups such as Hezbollah (U.S. Department of State, Background Note: Syria, 9).


The biggest enemies of Syria are Israel and the United States. While Israel has always been an enemy, Syria’s relationship with the United States is far more complex. Syria has been willing to tolerate cooperation with American forces when American objectives and policies are beneficial to the Syrian state. 


Syria was an active participant in the 1967 Arab-Israeli war. Its participation in the war led to Israel occupying the Golan Heights region. The occupation of the Golan Heights has strained the abilities of the two nations to work together to form any sort of lasting peace. In fact, Syria has made the return of territories acquired in 1967 war the main component of Middle East peace talks (“Being Hafiz al-Assad,” 1-5). Initial efforts led by the United States resulted in some of the territory being returned, and UN peacekeeping forces actively monitor the recovered areas. Since the Israeli Knesset’s decision to extend Israeli law to the areas of the Golan Heights of which it controls, Syria has become increasingly firm in its stance that all areas be returned (“Being Hafiz al-Assad,” 1-5). Tensions between the two countries reached a recent high during the second Intifada, as Syria proved unwilling to stop giving refuge to Palestinian terrorist groups attacking Israel. Israel continues to engage terrorist groups within Syria’s border. In past the few months, relations became increasingly tense when Israeli fighter jets bombed military sites within Syria claiming that they were being used to develop nuclear weapons technology. Syria claims that these sites were agricultural research sites, and that the attack is further evidence of an out of control Zionist state (NY Times, 10/15/07).


The relationship between the United States and Syria can most accurately be characterized as on-again, off-again. After the Arab-Israeli War, relations between the two nations were severed. Shortly thereafter in 1974, relations were resumed after Israel and Syria had reached a preliminary agreement. The main sticking point of relations with the United States has always been its unwavering support of Israel. As punishment for its part in the Middle East conflict, the United States has labeled Syria as a state-sponsor of terror since 1979 (U.S. Department of State, Background Note: Syria, 10). Such a label has only bred more Syrian hostility. 

Though this does not mean that the two nations are entirely incapable of working together for a common purpose. During the first Gulf War, Syria cooperated with the United States in containing Saddam Hussein’s regime. While this move might seem paradoxical at first, it does not upon further inspection. An aggressive, imperialistic Iraqi regime meant that Syrian was no longer safe. By ridding on the coattails of the United States, Syria was able to contain an adversary at very little cost. Thus, it should be looked at as a skillful policy measure and not a change of policy altogether. Unfortunately for the United States, Syria did not support the second Gulf War. This also can be characterized as a skillful policy stance; the issue during the second Gulf War was one of sovereignty. If the United States had the right to violate the sovereignty of a neighboring nation, what would stop it from violating Syrian sovereignty? Currently, Syria provides cover to the remaining members of Saddam Hussein’s regime who are thought to be spearheading the insurgency occurring in Iraq.


The five domestic variables of foreign policy, as discussed in class, all affect Syrian policy in important ways. Much weight has been given to the idiosyncratic variable in recent analysis of Syrian foreign policy. It is the position of this group that while the idiosyncratic variable is prominent in discussion, it cannot account for much of what transpires in Syrian politics.


An idiosyncratic examination of Bashar al-Assad, President of Syria, yields a vast array of seemingly conflictual components. Bashar al-Assad is a western-educated doctor who spent many years in the United Kingdom before returning home to lead his country. He is a young, relatively inexperienced politician that does not seem to have the ability or flair to lead Syria as effectively as his father, Hafiz, did. Though this is understandable as the position was thrust upon him after his father died. In fact, the Syrian constitution had to be amended to allow a person of his age, just 34 years old at the time, to be elected president (ICG Middle East Report # 24, 5). There was a enormous wave of optimism after this return, and for a short period of time, political opponents were given a great deal of freedom to advertise their platforms in a period known as the Damascus Spring. This hope was based on the premise that a more western-thinking individual would institute the reforms necessary to improve the position of the Syrian people. Though this period proved to be short-lived, and in many respects, Bashar is more ideological than and just as tied to the Baathist regime as his father (ICG Middle East Report # 24, i).


Bashar al-Assad’s role as leader of Syria is not constrained by the enormity of the office, but rather by the confines of the position that was constructed by and for his father. His father enjoyed widespread support, and thus, he was able to tailor the position exactly to his wishes. The very nature of how the role was constructed requires Bashar to live in his father’s shadow. Since his idiosyncrasies cannot perfectly coincide with his father’s, Bashar al-Assad constantly struggles with trying to redefine the role of president in line with his personality.


While the government maintains that it is a republic, it is in fact an authoritarian regime that imposes its will on the people as necessary. Because Bashar al-Assad lacks the faith and will of the people, his place in government is illegitimate. This illegitimacy contributes to his increasingly ideological position and his firm allegiance to the Baathist regime, for his legitimacy can be maintained only if the Baathist elites remain in power. Were he to implement more democratic reforms, he most likely would be swept from power. The government has shown an increasing willingness to quell the smallest of revolts to ensure its survival.


Syrian society has been greatly divided for some time. These divisions date back to the time of the French Mandate. The French sought to limit the likelihood of revolt by playing up ethnic tensions so they all of the ethnic and religious groups had such animosity toward one another that they would be incapable of joining forces to combat their occupier. This climate of degradation resulted in the ‘Alwai and the Druze minorities finally breaking free and asserting themselves as the political and military power. Unfortunately, these divides persist across the remaining social groups and limit the ability of any one group to function well within Syria. Because ethnic divides are in fact so great, Syria has often chosen to engage in external conflict as a means of creating national purpose, and thus, unity at home. 


The systemic domestic variable limits the ability of Syria to engage in foreign policy. Syria does not have the domestic resources for it to engage in widespread political and military activity. It must choose its battles carefully. It is only likely to pursue costly military activity in matters that directly affect the state. The systemic variable often limits Syrian participation in regional conflict to illegitimate participation, such as funding Hezbollah or providing safe haven to high-ranking officials from the Iraqi Baathist regime of Saddam Hussein.

The military of Syria is its most tangible instrument of power. It functions not only to ensure a reasonable balance of power in the region, but also to maintain the position of the regime domestically. Since the economy of Syria is weak, there is a preoccupation with national security, which further solidifies the position of the military as the dominant institution in Syrian society. As its only means of asserting itself in the region, Syria has sought regional hegemony through military domination (Quillam 1999, 45). Though domestic divisions make it difficult to engage in such pursuits. As a necessary prerequisite to external conflict, the military has been an active participant in domestic coups and suppressing ethnic and religious tensions in the hopes of creating a solid state (Quillam 1999, 45).  

A weak economy also limits the ability of the government to fund the military; as of 2005, defense spending was 5.9% of GDP, or $1.4 billion (CIA World Factbook – Syria, 11). During 1980s, Syria relied on the Soviet Union to supply it with most of military might. As of 1986, Syria had amassed 5,000 tanks, 650 combat planes, 102 missile batteries, and had almost 500,000 men under arms (Hinnebush and Ehteshami 2002, 150). With the collapse of the Soviet Union, Syria lost its main sponsor; Syria has not been able to adequately maintain its forces since that time.  As a result, Syria needs to exploit its geographic position and the likely collateral damage that would result from an attack as a means of additional military power against far wealthier nations.   


The Syrian economy is largely a state capitalist economy, where the government controls key sectors, and is based on agriculture, oil, industry, and tourism (U.S. Department of State, Background Note: Syria, 6). Unlike its neighbors, Syria was not endowed with a large amount of natural resources. As a result, its economic development has been much slower. It is constrained by natural factors, like limited natural resources, government economic policies, and political instability in the region (Quillam 1999, 46-47). Limited privatization took place during the infitah of the 1970s. During this period of time, domestic GDP grew by over 150%; this move was seen largely as a ploy by Hafiz al-Assad to strengthen the legitimacy of his regime and to strengthen the state by attracting the disaffected upper classes (Quillam 1999, 50).


Government mismanagement has resulted in Syria being left out of the key agreements of the global economy. Syria withdrew from the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) in 1951, and it is not a member of the World Trade Organization (WTO). By not being a party to these agreements, Syria is at a great disadvantage to compete globally. Naturally, Syria has been forced to look regionally for advantageous agreements. Syria is a member of the Greater Arab Free Trade Agreement and has a free trade agreement with Turkey (U.S. Department of State, Background Note: Syria, 7).    


 The main sources of income for the modern Syrian economy are agriculture, the mining industries (oil and phosphate extraction), manufacturing, and foreign aid. 42% of Syrian society is employed in agriculture (U.S. Department of State, Background Note: Syria, 7). This emphasis on agriculture can be traced back to the origins of the Ba’ath party. But as the economic needs of the country have changed, so has its dependence on agriculture. Syria continues to rely heavily on its mineral reserves. Syrian oil has a high content of sulphur, and therefore, is not as valuable as typical crude oil; also its phosphate reserves are low quality. Mining and manufacturing accounted for 28.3% of Syrian GDP in 1993, with petroleum and its derivatives accounting for 66.7% of Syrian exports; recently that number has increased to over 70% (Quillam 1999, 49). As a result, the county is very dependent upon world oil prices. The irony in this situation is that Syria is not a member of OPEC. By not being a member, it has little say in the manipulation of world oil prices. 


By choosing not to privatize and restructure key industries, Syria not only failed to join the global economy, but remains in a very precarious economic position. To avoid a total collapse of the economy, Syria has become increasingly dependent upon foreign aid. Recently, Syria has been the recipient of aid from neighboring Gulf Arab states and the IMF. In 2002, Syria received an estimated $180 million in aid. As of 1993, it owed $400 million to the IMF, and as of 2006, it’s total debt stood at $8.355 billion (Quillam 1999, 52; CIA World Factbook -- Syria, 8-9). Since only limited reforms have taken place, Syria will need to rely on foreign aid for the foreseeable future.   


Nationalism is a powerful force in Syria. Throughout history, the identity of Syrians has been in a state of flux. At the hands of European imperialists, divisions were deeply entrenched into Syrian society, which has resulted in extreme variation in ethnic, territorial, and religious identities from person to person. Due to this fact, Drysdale argued that the identity of Syrians is “situation specific” and open to redefinition according to the circumstances (Telhami and Barnett 2002, 138). The lack of a clear-cut identity has propelled Syria to seek out a larger context within which it fits. The appeal of an Arab national identity stems from the fact that Syria has no distinct (non-Arab) Syrian identity; and while its people are very religiously heterogeneous, they are overwhelmingly Arabic-speaking (Hinnebush and Ehteshami 2002, 141). 

The desire to create a larger Arab state was reflected in even the earliest stages of the Syrian republic when it united with Egypt to form the United Arab Republic in 1958. This pact served many beneficial purposes for both countries. In 1956, Syria started receiving aid from the Soviet Union; however, this resulted in diminished Syrian control over state affairs. By entering the UAR, all political parties other than Egypt’s Arab Socialist Union were outlawed. This union not only helped dissolve the communist influence, but it helped to diffuse the predominance of Syria’s socialist Ba’ath party. The major motivation for creating an alliance with Egypt was that for the first time in the Middle East there existed a coalition of Arab leaders capable of dealing with international issues and protecting Arab causes.

Since Arab Socialist Resurrection Party took over in 1963, Baathist ideology has been the foundation of the Syrian state (ICG Middle East Report # 24, 1). Baathist ideology is based on secularism, socialism, and pan-Arab unionism. It was seen as a means of reasserting Arab power in a region that had succumbed to foreign domination. Baathist ideology has been in a state of decline for the past 20-30 years. The decline has been the result of a rising interest in Islamism and protracted economic crises brought on by a decline in foreign aid and oil prices (Telhami and Barnett 2002, 139-140). Today, Baathist ideology serves mainly as a means of legitimizing the existence of Ba’ath party and Bashar al-Assad being President of Syria. 

