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Intro

Seven years after its last attempt to push the limits of possibility, CEMMIS has decided to repeat this risky endeavour. The
February 2007 What... if? issue explored several—at the time highly improbable, yet not outright impossible— scenarios for
various hot spots and ongoing debates in the wider Middle East region. Some of the 2007 wildcards have beaten the odds.
The Muslim Brotherhood did indeed come to power in 2012; five years after CEMMIS explored a similar, at that time highly
unlikely, scenario. Likewise, CEMMIS identified the neo-isolationist trend in US foreign policy, which has since become ev-
ident in the US’ stance towards the Arab uprisings. Similarly, as anticipated, the “Horn of Africa is in Turmoil”; although, re-
gretfully, this was not a big surprise. The Palestinian struggle between unity and international legitimacy, as well as the
impasse of the Israeli policy, also sound all too familiar. At the same time, other quests into the improbable have not yet ma-
terialized, but remain in the centre of current debates, such as the question of who is considered to be “acceptable” of pos-

sessing nuclear weapons, and the prospect of a nuclear race in the region.

This rather positive prediction rate is not only a valuable record that is set for CEMMIS but also, it provides a new, provoca-
tive benchmark by which we can continue to challenge ourselves. Admittedly, there are few bigger challenges than explor-
ing the wildest possible scenarios from the “complex of volatility” that the situation in Syria currently is. This “What... if” issue
delves into the Syrian uncertainties, and ventures to take different trends or far-fetched prospects and push them to their log-
ical extremes. These “exercises on the spectrum of the possible”, hopefully, will enable a better understanding of the powers

and dynamics that define the Syrian conflict.

Two of the papers explore utterly hypothetical scenarios. There is a type of intellectual fortune-telling that knowingly ad-
dresses stillborn scenarios, merely to explore trends and forces, rather than possibilities. What if Bassel al-Assad didn’t die in
the 1994 car crash, or if Haffez al-Assad had survived the peace process? It is a “futile” intellectual exercise, contested by actual facts,
and yet it poses an enticing question: what if things were different and how would this help us understand how things actu-
ally are now. Thus, to better understand the US government policy in Syria, one has to “control” for government partisan-
ship; what if the Republicans were in power? Accordingly, to better evaluate the Turkish policy, one cannot but address the
obvious question; what if the Kemalists were in power? These “exercises on paper” point at the continuities and particularities
of the pursued foreign policies, and help us understand the choices the actual leadership faces. A third paper, which rather

UNIVERSITY OF PELOPONNESE ’/


http://cemmis.edu.gr/images/Middle-East-Bulletin/meb03.pdf

Middle East Bulletin | June 2014 - vol. 26 3

resembles “an exercise on map”, brings the nuclear issue once again under the spotlight. Syria has no nuclear capability; but

what if she did, and what parallels can be drawn to Syria’s actual chemical capacity and the efforts towards the destruction

of its stockpile?

The remaining five articles undertake a more daunting task. All five scenarios verge on the realm of possibility, although with

varying degrees of actual proba-
bility. In this sense, one cannot

rule out the return to non-vio-

lence, but the resurrection of &

“Ghandi”, after all this blood-
shed, is rather improbable. Other
scenarios are actually more likely
to make it to the editorial of the
next “What... if” issue. A realign-
ment of the Egyptian foreign pol-
icy with regard to the Syrian
conflict is a rather viable sce-
nario, and so is the possible deci-
sion of Israel to intervene directly
in the conflict. Egypt has a rich
record of taking swift foreign pol-
icy realignments, and one might
reasonably expect Cairo to re-
main faithful to this tradition;

E.

possibly by reassuming its region-defining role and tipping the regional balance of power. Similarly, Israel has a previous record

of resenting neighbouring uncontrolled chaos, in favour of a version of controllable chaos with local leverage. Therefore, both

scenarios are not far detached from reality, and it is never too early to examine under what terms they might unfold.

The last two scenarios that conclude this special “What... if” issue on Syria boil down to the current conflict dynamics. Al-

ready, three years into a devastating civil war, one cannot rule out a possible partition of Syria. And regardless of whether or

not Syria turns into a “Chinese puzzle”, undoubtedly, one cannot overlook the elegance of Hezbollah’s canning four-step “mas-

ter plan” to take over Syria.

In brief, what... if?
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The Hezbollah Takeover of Syria
in Four Steps

Raffaele Borreca

The involvement of Hezbollah militia on Assad’s side has so far proved to be an important factor for the survival
of the regime. The Party of God is one of the best-organised military forces in the chaotic Syrian battleground; a
force with ambitious objectives and a strong connection with Tehran. What if, then, Hezbollah’s military suc-
cesses could be translated to political influence inside the Syrian regime? How would the Syrian quagmire be
transformed into a strategic triumph for Hezbollah and the “Shiite crescent”? A checkmate in four steps.

1- On the side of Assad: the military involvement

When Hezbollah intervened on Assad’s side, the regime in Damascus seemed ready to be the next to fall in the Arab domino
of fallen regimes. Syria became the weakest link in the chain of the Shiite crescent, with the Iranian sphere of influence run-
ning from Tehran to Lebanon through southern Iraq. A kingpin of Iranian strategy in an Arab-Sunni dominated region, the
Ba’athist regime of Syria was also Hezbollah’s major backer in Lebanese politics. In a twist of fate, it is Damascus that is in

need of help from its former junior partner, which is now a major actor in its own right."

The first time that Hezbollah engaged in a war fought outside the Lebanese territory risked being a costly endeavour, both
in terms of material losses and in Hezbollah’s popularity.? Nonetheless, the civil war soon reached a stalemate and the mili-
tary involvement of Hezbollah proved to be crucial in reversing the fate of the regime. Hence, in our imaginative scenario,
what apparently seemed to be the defending of a lost cause in fact became the first step in the “conquest” of the Levant by
Hezbollah. The second battle of Qusayr in May 2013 clearly highlights the role assumed by Hezbollah. The recapturing of the
city - a strategic junction for communication lines running from Damascus to the port of Tartus and to Lebanon - was of cap-
ital importance for the Syrian Army. The Lebanese organization dispatched around 1,200 combatants from its special forces

units to spearhead the assault on the town.? Hezbollah not only provided the regime with fresh and experienced manpower,
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m but it also showed remark-
able tactical capabilities.

_‘ 2- The control of the Syrian
Army

In our scenario we imagine
that the prominence of
Hezbollah militias in consoli-
. dating the authority of Assad
and in fighting insurgent ac-
tivities will soon subordinate
the role played by the regular
- army. In a low intensity war
fought in towns and villages,
: Hezbollah becomes essential,
- thanks to its experience and
. superior knowledge of guer-
4 rilla warfare. Furthermore,
Hezbollah’s supply lines and its own secure hard-wired telecommunication network connected with its bases in Lebanon con-
stitute key factors in controlling the Syrian governorates bordering Lebanon.* But the Syrian Army will not only depend on
Hezbollah in the battlefield. The commanders of the Lebanese militias will also assume an important role in reorganising
and training an army that the civil war hit hard in both moral and material terms. Moreover, the establishment of Hezbol-
lah’s own basis in Syria, provides them practically with direct access to the arms supplies coming from Iran through the Iraqi
border. This military assistance does not need to pass through the mediation of Damascus: on the contrary, Tehran will also
devolve to the Lebanese organisation the management of supplies destined to the Syrian Army. In short, Hezbollah will con-
trol an important part of the regime’s military logistics.

3- The Control over the regime’s politics

In hypothesizing Hezbollah’s takeover of the regime’s military and logistic capabilities, we can theorize its consequent in-
fluence in shaping the regime’s politics. Once established as the best organised and most effective armed group in the coun-
try, the Party of God would be ready to play the role of a major powerhouse in Syrian politics. In theory, Hezbollah would
form its own “party,” coalescing military and civil officers alongside community leaders. It could also then establish its own

channels of mediation with some of the opposition factions. Soon, Hezbollah would become an essential counterpart for any
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other actor involved in the Syrian conflict. Persons linked to the Hezbollah faction would enter secret talks with agents rep-
resenting regional powers like Saudi Arabia and Turkey. Under these circumstances, Hezbollah would be recognised both as
a contact point with the regime and as a first probe of the Iranian intentions over Syria before official talks are scheduled in-
volving Tehran.

The settlement of Hezbollah in Syria would be particularly beneficial to Iran, as it would ensure that Syria remained firmly
anchored to the “Shiite crescent.” Tehran would dispose of a political alternative to the cumbersome figure of Assad. With
Hezbollah, the ties between Tehran and Damascus would be even stronger than they were under the secular Ba’athist regime.
The Iranian Ayatollah is a fundamental authority for the Shiite movement, due to the institute of velayat-e fagih - the guardian-
ship of the Islamic jurist - according to which the Ayatollahs are the supreme authorities over the community of the faithful.
Finally, Tehran could dispose of the destitution of Assad as a bargaining chip in reopened talks with the US, at the same time
reinforcing the moderate credentials of Rouhani.

Western actors like the US and France would at this point intensify their communications and informal talks with the Lebanese
organization through their secret services. Although vocally and diplomatically upholding the struggle of the opposition,
Western powers are aware that only their stronger involvement would unhinge the stalemate. However, direct intervention
by the west would risk destroying the recent thawing of relations between the US and Iran, and would further embitter the
already tense relationships with Moscow. Furthermore, a persistent lack of leadership in the variegated resistance movement

and the previous experience in Libya would discourage the US from taking strong initiative.

In any case, the primary concern deriving from the Syrian crisis for Washington and Paris is the country’s possible disinte-
gration and the eventual establishment of jihadist safe havens, ruled by groups such as the Islamic State of Iraq and the Lev-
ant. Lacking the will and the power to tip the scale in favour of a friendly player, the regime’s authority can be considered to
be the lesser of evils insofar as it is able to stem the proliferation of (Sunni) jihadism. Notwithstanding the impossibility of
negotiating with Assad, the US would indirectly exchange information on jihadist activities with Hezbollah, by embedding
a tactical anti-Sunni jihadist pact in comprehensive talks with Tehran.

4- Checkmate

In our scenario the Iranian Supreme Leader Khamenei would mobilise his own personal diplomacy to find men inside the
regime available and able to overthrow Assad. Notably, Hezbollah officers in cooperation with the Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps in Syria would establish a network of influence overshadowing the authority of Assad. Thus, Hezbollah would
be ready to assume full control of the regime, capitalising on its role in the military, its network of influences inside the regime

and a favourable external environment. With the go-ahead of Tehran, a coup d’etat would be staged: the faction close to
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Hezbollah controls Syria. We can imagine that the coup would be preceded or accompanied by unprecedented critical state-
ments of Rouhani about the responsibilities of Assad during the civil war. It goes without saying that such charges will be
warmly welcomed by the US and in Europe as a further step in the process of normalization with Iran. Obviously, the pre-
condition of such change of rhetoric is the implicit international acceptance of the continuing Iranian influence in Damas-
cus through Hezbollah. The modality of the coup and the destiny of Assad would largely depend on this diplomatic game.
Thus, in case the US, presumably urged by Israel, vocally stood against any backdoor manoeuvres involving Hezbollah, the
coup would be staged as a “voluntary” step back by Assad who would eventually go into exile in Iran.

Once in power, the future of the new regime depends on the developments of the civil war at the time the coup is staged. If
the inertia of the war went in favour of the Syrian Army, Hezbollah would be the hegemonic player in the entire region. How-
ever, direct rule in a Sunni-dominated country with fresh inter-sectarian grudges could prove untenable on the long run.
Thus, while maintaining its bases and obtaining a recognised legal status to its armed branch in Syria, we imagine Hezbol-
lah putting all its influence in the making of a federation between Lebanon and Syria. In such a federation, the Sunni popu-
lation would still be majoritarian, but a stronger Shiite-Alawi bloc (eventually supported by Christians and other minorities)
would dominate the politics of the new state. On the other hand, if Syria were to split up, the project of uniting the two sides
of the anti-Lebanon mountains would be limited to the Alawite and Shiite zones controlled by the regime. In either case, the
other major regional powers - Turkey, Saudi Arabia and, above all, Israel - would not stay inert before the prospect of a
“Hezbollistan” in their neighbourhood.

Based on this, Riyadh and Ankara would dramatically increase their military assistance to the resistant groups they back. Re-
spectively, Saudi Arabia would seek to undermine the regime by mobilising its Lebanese proxies, training and arming a new
Sunni militia, while Turkey would directly strike the Syrian military by multiplying the raids of its air forces in northern Syria.
The looming threat of a powerful Hezbollah state could also become the catalyst for a joint strategy against Damascus, de-
spite the two countries’ political and ideological rivalry in leading the Sunni world. Nonetheless, we can also imagine a prag-
matic turnaround of Ankara. A complete victory of the Hezbollah regime would augment the costs of the Turkish engagement
on the side of a lost revolution. Finally, the ousting of Assad and the end of the Ba’athist rule could be presented by the Turk-
ish government as being sufficient conditions for the re-establishment of Turkish-Syrian relations. On its part, the new regime
could put on the negotiating table the recognition of Turkish sovereignty over the Hatay province and offer a major role to
the Turkish contractors in the country’s reconstruction. Furthermore, the two countries could make common cause in deal-
ing with the Kurds.

So far, we have not yet considered the actor that more than any other would make a Hezbollah takeover of Syria inconceiv-
able: Israel. The air strikes undertaken in January and May 2013 on Hezbollah objectives in the Rif Dimashq region made it
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clear that any advance of Hezbollah on the backdrop of the Syrian civil war would be promptly counteracted by Israel. A vic-
tory of Hezbollah in Syria would constitute an unprecedented strategic setback that the Jewish state would impede by in-
tervening at any stage of our scenario. Thus, along the air strikes against bases and supply lines, we can imagine that
commanders and key members of the Lebanese organization would be targeted in covert operations. These operations would
benefit from shared intelligence between Israeli agents and the Saudi allies in Lebanon. However, Hezbollah has proved to
be resilient both to air strikes and targeted killings. Finally, full-scale involvement of the Israeli Defence Forces is not unimag-
inable should Hezbollah come out as the winner from the Syrian conflict. In this case, a rematch of the 2006 Lebanese war

would shake the whole Levant, collapsing Lebanon and inaugurating a new and decisive phase of the Syrian conflict.
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All links accessed on 05/06,/2014
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What if Syria were
a Chinese puzzle ?

Vasiliki Kastriti

Syrian society is unique in its diversity. As soon as the civil war broke out, the country got fragmented into
enclaves. Almost immediately, the idea of partitioning Syria gained ground, as the different identities of Syrians
- as well as the deep feud - prevailed over the unique Arab identity. Following the Syrian state’s collapse and
partition, a different map will be created.

After three years of conflict, the window of opportunity regarding the establishment of a democratic Syrian state that will
recognise and respect the various ethnic, religious and sectarian identities of its people is really small and, consequently, the
possibility for reunification of the Syrian communities is beyond hope. Given the absence of a stable and coherent socio-eco-
nomic and cultural order in Syria, a realistic solution for restoring peace in the region is the de jure partition of Syria. The dis-
solution of the country will push towards the creation of three smaller states. As Syria was generally never organised as a
nation-state, a federal government with autonomous centralised cantons is an admittedly not viable solution, especially after
the outbreak of the civil war. The sectarianisation would simply tear the structure apart.

More specifically, the first established state would be the Alawites” one. The Alawites, constituting the second largest sectarian
group in Syria, following the Sunnis, live mainly in the Coastal Mountain Range. At the moment, Bashar al-Assad holds West-
ern Syria, Damascus and its environs, most major cities as well as the western coastal region.! The partition of Syria, which, at
the time of the French mandate, was rejected by an overwhelming Alawite majority, is now simply accepted by the regime. Con-
sequently, demographically speaking, the Alawite state will definitely include the two governorates of Latakia and Tartus -
where they make up a majority of around 60% - and the regions of Hama and Homs - where again they constitute the major-
ity.2 In support of this hypothesis, the regime announced on April 2, 2013, via the People’s Assembly, that Syria’s administrative
divisions must be revised and suggested the creation of three new provinces. Although the pretexts for the creation of the new

provinces were many, the connection between the new provinces and the military situation must not be disregarded.
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The best prospect for both Assad and his close ally, Iran, is the creation of an Alawite state that will include the strategically
important governorate of Homs since it guarantees the geographical connection with Iraq. Homs is the central link between
the inland cities and the Mediterranean. There is no doubt that Iran will do its utmost in order to support Alawites and en-
sure the territorial proximity between the new Alawite entity and Iraq, thus securing its bonds with Hezbollah. Apart from
Iran, Russia will also support the Alawites, as the creation of an Alawite state provides a good prospect for protecting and pro-

moting Russia’s naval interests in Tartus.

The second state will be that of the vast majority of Syrians, the Sunnis. The Sunnis are the majority in thirteen out of the four-
teen governorates, while they are also the majority in the countryside, with the exception of the countryside of Latakia, Tar-
tus and the Christian region, Wadi al-Nasara. The north-central and eastern areas of the country as well as a section of the

Dera’a province in the South will con-
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I . -
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i
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G % myra . . .
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N . . .
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The third state will be that of the third
largest ethnic group in Syria, the Kurds. The Kurds will create a state contiguous with the Kurdish autonomous region in
Iraq - an idea especially alarming for Turkey with its significant Kurdish minority. Nevertheless, the circumstances have now
changed. The Kurds are exercising firm control in the areas bordering with Turkey and Iraq, where the majority of the Kur-
dish population lives. What is more, the Syrian Kurds also control two small areas further west, held by People’s Protection
Units (YPG) militia.* Even if there are still some doubts whether the Kurdish entity will form a really independent state, Kurds
are determined to resist the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant. So, despite any divisions and clashes among the various
Kurdish groups, they are all trying to keep any opposition and jihadi groups away from the Kurdish region.
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A matter of concern is whether the three new entities will be economically sustainable. This is essential for the success for
any of the entities. Until the outbreak of the civil war, the main economic sectors in Syria were agriculture, energy, and com-
merce. Syria’s GDP was dependent -almost absolutely- on the oil and agriculture sectors. As far as oil is concerned, Syria’s
average oil production for the period 2008-2010 was stable at approximately 400,000 bbl/d, however, when the civil war
began, there was a rough drop. In January 2014, Syria’s oil production was less than 25,000 bbl/d.’

As far as commerce and industry are concerned, they were concentrated mainly in the two largest cities of Syria, Damascus
and Aleppo, while Latakia and Tartus had the biggest commercial ports, and Baniyas was the main oil port. On the other hand,
agriculture and oil were mostly concentrated in the inner governorates.® Judging from the above, the Alawite state would be
rather weak as a result of lack of agriculture, natural resources and oil, and of course due to the destroyed from the conflict
infrastructure. If we also take into consideration the fact that the Alawite state would not be on friendly terms with its neigh-
bours, its economic renaissance will be hard. However, despite the above-mentioned difficulties, the Alawite state has good
possibilities of surviving if it successfully exploits its energy resources in the Mediterranean coast. At this point, Russian and
Iranian help would be indispensable. On the opposite side, the Sunni state in the mainland of Syria is rich in agriculture and
oil. It is remarkable that crude and refined oil was by far the largest export of Syria. Nevertheless, despite being rich in agri-
culture and oil, the independent state would be landlocked. As a result, the difficulties in reaching seaports will economically
suffocate the state. Obviously, the prison-like Sunni state would make its population almost absolutely dependent on the
neighbouring countries. In addition, the lack of any development project during Assad’s rule, in connection with the de-
stroyed infrastructure, dramatically reduces any prosperous future it might have. Recently, the UN Relief and Works Agency
published a report according to which it would take the regional economy 30 years to return to the economic level of 2010.
Finally, regarding the Kurdish state, its existence is seriously threatened both by its Arab and Turkish neighbours. What is
more, the Kurds in Syria control some considerable energy resources but they would not be immediately capable of exploit-
ing them. So, in order to survive, Syrian Kurds should create a new, greater entity, united with the Iraqi Kurds.

A second factor, on which the viability of the new entities is depended, is the demographic reality inside Syria. Syria’s popu-
lation is not strictly divided into geographic sectarian blocs. Therefore, fears of sectarian cleansing of all the involved parties
or other violent methods so as to achieve homogeneity inside each new state are, under no circumstances, negligible. How-
ever, as refugees from government-controlled areas are disproportionately Sunnis and those fleeing rebel-held areas are dis-
proportionately non-Sunnis, territories under the control of both the regime and the opposition are steadily becoming more
homogeneous.

Last, but not least, the sustainability of the three new states is also strictly linked to the political positions which the neigh-
bouring countries will adopt, especially Lebanon, Turkey, Israel, Iran and Iraq. While Israel would be rather satisfied with the
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strategy of “divide and rule”, all the other countries have large groups that are affected by the spill over effect of Syria’s dis-
solution and inspired by the partitioning of the country. The cohesion of Turkey and Iraq are under direct threat by the spill
over effect, since an independent Kurdish state ante portas will pose a serious challenge for their territorial integrity. Need-
less to say that in this case the role of the Sunni state will be crucial. At this point, it is important to mention that Iraq is also
highly concerned about a future independent Sunni state - possibly even more than a Kurdish one - since it will seriously chal-

lenge Iraq’s internal political and social stability and threaten its territorial integrity as well.

The complexity of interests, and consequently of future alliances is great. Moreover, potential efforts of regional - and not only
- actors to control the three states and make them their puppets are also a matter of concern and of high importance. Besides,
the chance of intervention into their domestic affairs raises even more the anxiety for achieving peace and stability in the re-

gion. All things considered, the very existence of the new entities will be severely challenged.

NOTES
All links accessed on 02/06,/2014
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What if Israel went
on the offense again:
Tel Aviv between allies and foes

Ihab Shabana

The Syrian civil war rages for a third year, and the stalemate brings more chaos to Syria and to the region. Israel
has been concerned about the situation and has been on high alert for a possible strike on Syria. What if this
strike happened very soon?

The geographical position, the size, and the demographics of the Israeli state are a source of constant anxiety and fear for the
country’s security. The feelings of threat from the neighbouring Arab states, together with the feelings of victimisation and
persecution that historically constitute the core of the Jewish identity, make Israel be always prepared for the possibility of
an armed conflict. Of course, not all of Israel’s neighbours constitute an immediate threat, since international pacts have
been signed with some of them arranging border issues and bilateral relations. Nonetheless, Tel Aviv has been highly con-
cerned about the political environment that has been created in the aftermath of the Arab uprisings. The certainties that Is-
rael has been relying on for a few decades are now under consideration, especially since new political players are emerging
in the Arab political scene, and some of them have denounced Israel and declared openly their longing for its complete de-
struction. As Theda Skocpol suggests, social or political revolutions not only affect internal structures, but also cause vibra-
tions to states that are bordering with the revolutionary subjects.! Thus, Israel may be affected by the current Syrian civil war,
and might wish to take military action against any Arab or Muslim state that imposes threats to its internal or external se-
curity. In this article, what will be examined are the repercussions in case Tel Aviv decided to take military action against
Syria. It is argued that this action would most probably be directed against both sides of the Syrian conflict in order to pro-

long the war and weaken both Assad and the Islamists.
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The Golan Heights have been at the centre of the Syrian-Israeli conflict for decades, and, since the beginning of the Syrian
civil war, a site of small-scale military operations. Nevertheless, until today there has not been any serious armed engagement
between Syria and Israel, except for a few missile firings and subsequent retaliations from both sides. Israel’s primary con-
cern is to block the supply of weapons to Hezbollah, which takes active part in the Syrian conflict on the side of the Syrian
president Bashar al-Assad. Although Hezbollah has been operating alongside Assad’s forces, the likelihood of Hezbollah tak-
ing more independent military actions against Israel exists. Thus, Netanyahu might consider a pre-emptive strike against the
Shiite organisation while the latter is operating in Syria. Nevertheless, Iran continues to be the main reason of concern for
Israel. Its nuclear programme, its rising hegemonic role in the region, and its constant threats towards Tel Aviv are signs of
Iran’s increasing interference in the affairs of the Levant. Tehran has also been involved in the Syrian conflict offering artillery
support and financial assistance to the Assad family, as well as to its proxies, like Hezbollah.?

Israeli public opinion has been largely supportive of a military action against Syria, although Israelis still have doubts about
whether [srael should lead a war against the Arabs.’ Netanyahu has been trying to steer clear of the battlefield but, lately, he
has been insisting on arguing that the Syrian conflict is spilling over in the region, and that the blame should be put on
Tehran. Apparently, Israel is mostly concerned about the Iranian factor in the Syrian civil war. This does not mean that it un-
derestimates the threat from Assad’s camp, or from the Jihadi one; however, the major threat to Tel Aviv comes from Iran.
The debate about whether Israel should support the Assad camp or fight against him has been intense. Some Israeli officials
claim that “the only way to weaken Hezbollah and Iran is to remove Assad from power”, because if not, according to Tony
Badran -a Lebanese Middle East analyst- it would “concede the strategic advantage to the Iranians.”* Michael Oren -former
Israeli ambassador to the US- has supported that Israel always preferred the “bad guys” (Jihadis) not backed by Iran, than the
other “bad guys” backed by Tehran.> But what has been increasingly gaining ground, at least in official circles, is the option
of interfering to ensure the perpetuation of the civil war, in order to weaken both camps and thus strengthen Israel’s posi-
tion in the Middle East. “Let them both bleed, hemorrhage to death: that’s the strategic thinking here”, reveals Alon Pinkas,
a former Israeli consul general in New York.®

The perpetuation of wars in the Levant has created a complicated reality in the region in various levels, such as religious di-
visions, political hatred, and economic stagnation. An Israeli strike against Syria could prompt an increase in refugee num-
bers, either small or big. In addition to the 2.5 million refugees up to date, this could cause further humanitarian crisis, as well
as rivalries between local peoples and the refugees. The increase in refugee numbers could also destabilise Israel in the long
run, given that this mass hostility and frustration can turn towards Tel Aviv. Another likely repercussion is the further strength-
ening and the moral legitimisation of both the jihadists and Hezbollah. Israel has already been prepared against a jihadist in-
vasion in its north borders, by restructuring the defence infrastructure in the Golan Heights, creating, thus, faster and
better-equipped forces in order to achieve “operational readiness.”” Things would be more complicated if the Israeli Defence
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Forces aligned with the Syrian rebels: Iran would try to support President Assad more actively and it would affiliate closer
with the Palestinian militant branches of Hamas and the Islamic Jihad. In this case, Israel would try to destroy most of Assad’s
military facilities and the ones that Hezbollah uses in Syria. The fear of creating a governance vacuum in Syria which could

benefit militant Islam, might restrain Tel Aviv from removing Assad from power, but, certainly Israel would not block Assad’s
downfall.

The military operations might take place in the north of Israel which is believed to be a foothold of Arab militant Islamists.
The Syrian government has deployed its defence forces along the borders with Lebanon and in the area of the Golan Heights.
Israel claims that in this region there are some of the most dangerous Islamists, who have the ability to launch cruise missiles
against sites in Israeli territory; in response, since the beginning of 2013 Israel has deployed in Haifa the Iron Dome anti-mis-
sile system.? Tel Aviv’s attack would probably not last long -as this is its usual strategy- but it would be intense. The IDF’s at-
tack would be directed against facilities of both government and opposition forces, as well as against any remaining chemical
artillery that could fall in the wrong hands and threaten Israel’s security. Ballistic missile batteries, air defence systems (in-
cluding Syrian aircrafts, radar, and other equipment), could also be targeted.
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The likelihood of a harsh Arab response appears to be distant. Both the Syrian government forces and the fragmented oppo-
sition are deeply engaged in fighting each other. Nevertheless, Syria, Iran, and Hezbollah, have argued that if they were attacked
by Israel or any of its allies, their retaliation would be immediate and ruthless. There is no reason to believe that they would
not be willing to react, but it should be noted that the operational capabilities of the Syrian armed forces, Hezbollah, and the
Free Syrian Army would be limited after more than three years of armed conflict. Although a Hezbollah official in the Lebanese
parliament pledged not to retaliate in case Israel attacked Syria, we can expect Tehran to order Nasrallah’s forces to come to
Syria’s defence; an order that Hezbollah may not be able to neglect. For its part, Hamas does not wish to engage in a war with
[srael, because this could be disastrous for the recent Palestinian reconciliation, as well as for Hamas’s domination in the Gaza
Strip. Even if the Palestinian organisations do not want a direct confrontation with Israel at the moment, they would likely strike
back in case they were challenged. Their retaliation would be limited, but it could show the impasse of the hard-line Israeli poli-
cies in the Palestinian issue. On the other hand, the Islamists and Jihadists fighting in Syria may wish to see an Israeli assault
against Assad and Hezbollah in order to gain popularity and further weaken the latter’s forces. This scenario is interesting, for
most jihadist groups are non-state actors that can turn the Syrian war into a more generalised conflict and cause a further
fragmentation in the Middle East. These complications might produce a fundamental change in the political map of the region
and the rise of new aspirations from the part of multiple ethnic and religious groups.

In the second Gulf War, Israel -through its American Israel Public Affairs Committee- was eager to support the American in-
vasion in Iraq, believing that this could be also devastating for Iran. Maybe in this case too, making Iran comply with Israel’s
demands would require another military operation. However the weakening of Bashar al-Assad alone, without reaching out
Iran, could be risky for mainly two reasons: on the one hand, it might strengthen Iran; on the other, the Jihadists could be in-

vigorated with irreversible results, causing the perpetuation of Jihad that can create more problems to Tel Aviv.°

NOTES
All links accessed on 02/06,/2014

1. Skocpol, Theda, States and Social Revolutions: A Comparative Analysis of France, Russia and China, Cambridge: CUP, 1979, pp. 4-5.

2. Morton, Jeffrey & Shortt, Nicole, “The Arab Spring: Implications for Israeli Security”, Mediterranean Quarterly, Vol. 23, No 3, 2012, pp. 44-49.

3. Hoffman, Gil, “Polls: Israelis want US, Europe to attack Syria, but against IDF intervention”, The Jerusalem Post, (30/08/2013)
http://www.jpost.com/National-News/Polls-Israelis-want-US-Europe-to-attack-Syria-but-against-IDF-intervention-324787

4. Savage, Sean, “Three Years into Syrian Civil War, Neighbouring Israel Faces Familiar and Emerging Threats”, NS.org, (17/03/2014)
http://www.jns.org/latest-articles/2014/3/17 /three-years-into-syrian-civil-war-neighbor-israel-faces-familiar-and-emerging-
threats#.U5GrQ3byCSo=

5. Cook, Jonathan, “Red Lines and Green Lights: Israel still Angling for Attack on Syria and Iran”, Mondoweiss, (18/09/2013)

UNIVERSITY OF PELOPONNESE ’/


http://www.jns.org/latest-articles/2014/3/17/three-years-into-syrian-civil-war-neighbor-israel-faces-familiar-and-emerging-
http://www.jns.org/latest-articles/2014/3/17/three-years-into-syrian-civil-war-neighbor-israel-faces-familiar-and-emerging-
http://www.jpost.com/National-News/Polls-Israelis-want-US-Europe-to-attack-Syria-but-against-IDF-intervention-324787

Middle East Bulletin | June 2014 - vol. 26 17

http://mondoweiss.net/2013/09/red-lines-and-green-lights-israel-still-angling-for-attack-on-syria-and-iran.html

6. Rudoren, Jodi, “Israel Backs Limited Strike Against Syria”, The New York Times, (05/09/2013)
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/09/06/world/middleeast/israel-backs-limited-strike-against-syria.html?pagewanted=all& r=1&

7. The Algemeiner, “Three Years into Syrian Civil War, Neighbouring Israel Faces Familiar and Emerging Threats”, (21/03/2014)
http://www.algemeiner.com/2014/03/21/three-years-into-syrian-civil-war-neighboring-israel-faces-familiar-and-emerging-threats/

8. CBS News, “Israel Warns of pre-emptive Chemicals Weapons Strike in Syria”, (27/01/2013)
http://www.cbsnews.com/news/israel-warns-of-possible-pre-emptive-chemical-weapons-strike-in-syria/

9. Cook, Jonathan, op. cit.

UNIVERSITY OF PELOPONNESE >/


http://www.cbsnews.com/news/israel-warns-of-possible-pre-emptive-chemical-weapons-strike-in-syria/
http://www.algemeiner.com/2014/03/21/three-years-into-syrian-civil-war-neighboring-israel-faces-familiar-and-emerging-threats/
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/09/06/world/middleeast/israel-backs-limited-strike-against-syria.html?pagewanted=all&_r=1&
http://mondoweiss.net/2013/09/red-lines-and-green-lights-israel-still-angling-for-attack-on-syria-and-iran.html

18 Middle East Bulletin | June 2014 - vol. 26

What if the GOP was in power
during the Syrian Crisis ?

Stavros Drakoularakos

The Syrian Crisis begins in 2011 as part of the Arab Spring movement. The Republican Party won the 2008 Pres-
idential elections and is at the helm of the initiative to handle the situation. Its willingness and affinity for mili-
tary intervention make an eventual occupation of Syria the only viable resolution of the civil war. The former
Syrian entity is now under the control and the supervision of the United States. The ramifications of this deci-
sion, however, are far from over, while the reasons behind it are just beginning to come into focus.

In 2008, John McCain and Sarah Palin of the GOP' become, respectively, President and Vice-President of the United States.
The elderly Commander in Chief carries on with the party’s tradition in foreign affairs and security matters, following the ex-
ample of former President George Bush Jr. As a result, when the Syrian crisis erupts in 2011, the United States is favouring a
military intervention from the get-go.? A sense of déja-vu of the 2003 Iraq intervention is hastily dismissed since the inter-
vention is considered successful by the eager supporters of a bigger and internationally approved sequel. After a couple of
weeks of carefully orchestrated airstrikes that swiftly bring the Syrian military, as well as the National Liberation Army, to their
knees, military forces led by the United States enter Syria and assume control of the country. A large number of casualties from
both Syrian sides is reported, while the country’s infrastructure is in shambles. Thus begins “Operation Free and Democratic
Syria,” originally known as “Iraq 2.0.” Personalities from the Ba’ath Party, as well as leaders from the Opposition, are placed
in politically strategic cabinets, and a new administration emerges. Soon after and -as is now customary- under US super-
vision, elections take place. Nevertheless, only a minority of the Syrian political arena recognises the elections outcome, re-
sulting in prolonging the country’s instability and further adding to its —not exactly without merit- labelling as a puppet
state. Peaceful demonstrations originally led by “The Movement for an Independent Syria” are a thing of the past and have
been succeeded by weekly and often daily bomb attacks. It is a given that the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) is very
much alive and kicking. Furthermore, after being removed from office, President Bashar al-Assad is nowhere to be found.
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Some say he struck a deal with the United States and is hidden away living a life of luxury, while others claim he was cap-
tured, tortured, maimed and executed by paramilitary forces. Because his damaged body is unrecognizable, he is considered
to be still at large. Russia and China have lost an ally in him, and have witnessed their interests in Syria being undermined. It
is of note that the intervention was not sanctioned by the UN Security Council (due to the Russian and Chinese use of their
veto power), but it was justified under the UN General Assembly Resolution 377/1950 Uniting for Peace.? The GOP certainly
looks like it learned from the mistakes it made during the preparations for the 2003 Iraq operation.

The United States of Israel

The Republican administration relies heavily on the war industry for creating jobs and revenue, for satisfying related lobbies,
as well as for getting public support in favour of its domestic and foreign political agenda.* Based on the principles of never
backing down and showing strength through adversity, this particular Republican Doctrine has not always served them well.
In this case, however, the GOP’s stance and the military intervention in Syria, was dictated by interests vastly different from
the ones in the Persian Gulf. The Iraq War was waged to satisfy economic and counter-terrorist interests, while the Syrian
one was driven by geopolitical and strategic realities. Oil was not the factor behind the US intervention; rather the aim was

to show support and bring stability to Israel. It was probably the best action the US could take to ensure the longevity of Is-

rael. Israel’s relationship with the GOP is much tighter than with the Democratic Party.’ Israel is always considered a close
US ally, and the two countries share common interests in the region. Any attack on Israel is traditionally considered as an at-
tack on US soil. Thus, the best way to create a safe environment for Israel is to control a non-friendly neighboring country.
Consequently, Hezbollah in Lebanon loses its Syrian support but -through backchannels- finds the majority of the chemical
and other weaponry misplaced during the US intervention, and grows stronger and fiercer. Moreover, the U.S. occupation
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of Syria takes longer than initially estimated and the number of American troops in the ground keeps increasing. The impact

of the international financial crisis on the overburdened US economy complicates things further.

The Kurdish Minority

The Kurds of Syria joined the opposition from the beginning, in an effort to overthrow President Bashar al-Assad. Yet, their
goal is not just to fight for a democratic Syria, but also to claim their independence within the country. Just like the Iraqi
Kurds, the Syrian Kurds gladly offered their assistance to the US-led troops hoping for a solution akin to the federative one
in Iraq and the creation of the autonomous Kurdistan.® Some of them are even daring to dream the bringing together of the
Kurds in Iraq, Turkey, and Syria, and the establishment of a single Kurdish state with the backing of the United States. Al-
though such a prospect is always within the realm of possibility, its realization remains unlikely.

The Cold War: Keep your friends close

Humanitarian aid together with the safety of the region and of Israel in particular constituted the basis behind the American
intervention; the real reason, however, was to make a play that would revitalise tensions and bring the US back at the fore-
front of the eastern Mediterranean and the Middle East. Similar to the Iraq occupation, the United States aim to remain in
Syria for a long time. This situation gives way for other countries to condone the American motives. It seems the world grew
tired of the unipolar system. The Crimea incident occurs much sooner than in early 2014. An updated version of the Cold War
starts to take shape, while a new iron curtain distances the western from the eastern world, ranging from Crimea to Syria.
Unlike the Cold War of the 20* Century, the Cold War of the 215 Century finds the Middle East at the centre of the di-
chotomised world. Turkey and Greece regain the strategic importance they lost after the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991. Both
countries —and especially Turkey- are able to renegotiate partnerships under better terms. Turkey, particularly, is faced with
a dilemma: either to continue drifting away from Israel or to count its blessings, tone down its Islamic rhetoric and comply
with US objectives in the region. Cold War rhetoric is back into play, paving the way for further feeding the military-indus-
trial complex, while also rallying up public support in favour of GOP initiatives. It is difficult appearing good and righteous
when the enemy doesn’t have a country and cannot be pinned down on a map. Russia though is a perfectly acceptable neme-
sis, one that has proved useful in the past. Soon enough, the image of a shirtless Russian President Putin becomes the new
symbol of the opposition against the US and capitalism in the Middle East.” A world in black and white terms is always eas-

ier to handle, serving both sides of the equation.

In the end, the newly democratic Syria signs a peace treaty with Israel and joins Egypt as one of the countries no longer at
war with the Hebrew state. The military intervention hit several birds with one stone: Turkey mends relations with Israel, Syria
is no longer considered a threat to the latter, and the US is able to maintain its presence in the region in the long run. The
majority of the US population is still not sure where Syria is located. Israel, however, is very much aware.
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What if Syria had nukes?

Lessons from Operation Orchard

Spyros Katsoulas

Syria has been long considered a nuclear aspirant and got close to constructing a nuclear facility capable of
making nuclear weapons in the mid-2000s. With Operation Orchard Israel levelled the nuclear construction site
together with Syria’s aspirations. The current article speculates on what might have happened if Operation Or-
chard had not taken place and Syria was now in hold of nuclear weapons. Two scenarios are examined: how dif-
ferent things would have been for the Syrian regime and the Middle East, and what would have been the major
concerns, if the civil war still broke out while Syria was nuclear-armed.

A “what if” speculation is the wrong way to approach history. As fascinating and intriguing it may be (which is what makes
you read this article), counterfactual thinking is usually based on simplistic reasoning, and it was justly dismissed by E. H. Carr
as nothing more that “an idle parlour game.”! One problem with this mutatis mutandis approach is that it focuses on one
small, albeit important, change, and it necessarily ignores an infinite number of factors that should have also been subjected
to change. Another problem is that, by highlighting the details of history, the larger forces at play are overlooked. It is, how-
ever, worth examining counterfactuals for one particular reason: they highlight in the most emphatic way the importance of
events that did actually take place. One such example is the 2007 Orchard Operation, by which Israeli fighter jets destroyed
a nuclear construction site in the Syrian desert.?

The proliferation of nuclear weapons has emerged as one of the most troubling security issues of the twenty-first-century,
and the prospect of more states, let alone rogue states or terrorists, obtaining nuclear weapons has been viewed with trepi-
dation.? Syria has been long suspected of harbouring nuclear ambitions and has both openly and covertly sought foreign as-
sistance to develop its nuclear program.* According to Professor Murhaf Jouejati - a Syrian-born Middle East specialist -

Syria’s principal motive behind the pursuit of weapons of mass destruction has been the deterrence of Israel.’ Following
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Syria’s defeats in the Yom Kippur War and in Lebanon in 1982, President Hafez al-Assad realised that he could not rely any
longer on Syria’s conventional forces. As a result, he sought to enhance Syria’s bargaining position and reach strategic par-
ity with Israel by embarking on a ballistic missile and chemical weapons program. After Hafez al-Assad passed away, his son
Bashar succeeded him, and apparently sought to take Syria’s deterrence capability one step further: he sought to build a nu-
clear reactor with North Korea’s assistance.

Operation Orchard, by which the Israeli Air Force wiped out Syria’s nuclear construction site, is considered in the West a
prime example of intelligence and operational success. For Syria, it was a critical turning point and a great missed opportunity
to upgrade its regional status. The question posed here is what might have happened if, for some reason, Operation Orchard
had not taken place. It is worth asking this question particularly in light of the political chaos that subsequently descended upon
Syria. To begin with, if Syria had nuclear weapons, it can be safely assumed that President Assad would be in a far better po-
sition to consolidate his power within Syria. For one reason, the countries that now freely support the Syrian rebels - Turkey,
Saudi Arabia and Qatar - would have to think twice before doing so, if the Syrian government was in position to use the threat
of nuclear retaliation. For another reason, the possession of nuclear weapons could have strengthened the Syrian national sen-
timent. Writing in 2005, Jouejati noted a gradual abandonment of Syria’s Arab nationalist culture and a shift toward statism.®
The acquisition of nuclear weapons could have helped Assad forge a stronger national identity and, more importantly, allow
him to claim to be once again the champion of Arab rights. Given that Syria would be the first Arab nation to join the nuclear
elite club, Assad would gain tremendous international prestige for his regime, and Syria would aspire to achieve regional dom-
inance. Of course, this does not mean that the rest of the Arab world would have been happy about the prospect of a Syrian
regional hegemon. Arab governments were conspicuously silent in the aftermath of what in effect was an Israeli attack on
Arab soil, allowing us to infer that, to a large extent, they were relieved by the demolition of the Syrian nuclear reactor. More-
over, had Syria acquired the bomb, it is almost certain that a wave of proliferation would follow, with Turkey, Saudi Arabia,
and Egypt to be the first in the line. A nuclear stockpiled Middle East would undoubtedly constitute a prime source of concern.

Of all regional powers, Israel would be the one most highly affected by a nuclear Syria. Not only would Israel lose its nuclear
monopoly in the region, but it would also have to negotiate with Syria on equal terms about the disputed issues. The prospect
of a catastrophic nuclear confrontation between Syria and Israel, although far-fetched, cannot be completely eliminated. Al-
though the Indian-Pakistani example suggests differently, it is not entirely safe to assume that a period of Cold-War like sta-
bility would ensue in the Middle East, or that the logic of “Mutual Assured Destruction” would naturally prevail dissuading
Syrians and Israelis from adopting brinkmanship tactics. This is not to say that nuclear war would be seriously contemplated
because of the tremendous dangers associated with the use of nuclear weapons. Conventional warfare, though, would still
remain an option, and, since war has its own logic, the threat of nuclear escalation would remain a possibility, especially if
one of the belligerents was brought to its knees. In any case, it is useful to keep in mind Professor Colin Gray’s caveat that
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“weapons don’t make war”;” states go to war for political reasons and because of conflicts of interests, and not because of the
weapons they are in hold of.

The estimates should be somewhat different, if the civil war still broke out while Syria had acquired the bomb. In that case,
the most important issue would be how President Assad would react if put under extreme pressure. Assad is generally por-
trayed as a pragmatic and rational actor. But could one safely predict that nuclear retaliation would not cross his mind as a
last resort to face the various challenges? Before the civil war broke out, Jouejati argued that the strategic value of Syria’s
chemical weaponry was limited to Israel’s deterrence and there was nothing in the historical record to suggest that Syria
might actually use chemical weapons against its foes.® Nevertheless, when put under pressure Assad did not hesitate to use
chemical weapons against his domestic foes.” If Assad felt he was brought to a point of no return and viewed Syria’s inter-
ests as being under serious threat, he might raise what Thomas Shelling called “a threat that leaves something to chance”,
meaning that he would appear determined to reach to the end and use every means at his disposal.’

The most nightmarish scenario for the West would
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Qaeda, the only argument that can be made with certainty is that the United States would not stand idly by if there was even
the slightest possibility of jihadist radicals taking hold of nuclear facilities. Undoubtedly, Deir ez-Zor would be the centre of
world’s attention and, probably, the site of another US military engagement.
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Back to reality and with regard to Syria’s current nuclear aspirations, I contacted Professor Jouejati to take his opinion in
light of the latest developments. According to Jouejati, the strategic culture of any given nation remains roughly the same, no
matter who is in power. In Syria’s case, Jouejati told me, Arab nationalism was the major drive behind Syria’s quest for nu-
clear weapons, but this has now changed with statism taking its place. Therefore, his initial reaction to this issue is that if the
moderate opposition was in power, Syria would no longer aspire to go nuclear. The equation would be different if radical ji-
hadists seized power, but Jouejati doubts this could be the case.
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Turkey:

The opposition in power

Efpraxia Nerantzaki

What if Turkey’s main opposition party was in power when the Syrian civil war erupted? How would it have re-
acted to the developments in its southern neighbour? Taking into account the ideological leanings of the Turkish
opposition party and the policy it currently has in place for Syria, we can conclude that the Republican People’s

Party (CHP) policy choices would have been different than those of the Justice and Development Party (AKP). It

would be interesting to examine what would have happened

From the beginning of the outburst of the Syrian crisis, the way in which the Turkish government handled events and the poli-
cies that it put in place towards Bashar al-Assad and the opposition has attracted international attention. The AKP govern-
ment has rendered the war in Syria to almost be a domestic issue, adopting a hawkish policy against the Syrian leader and
unequivocally supporting the opposition in multiple ways. How would Turkey’s policy for Syria have evolved if the CHP had
been in power? What if the CHP had had to handle this regional crisis from the beginning? The answer to this hypothetical
question is not simple. The CHP has not been in power -or even a member of a governing coalition- since 1979; we therefore
do not have a recent comparison point so as to understand how the party would have handled similar crises had it been in
power. Even if it had been in power recently, the constantly evolving global and regional order and the changes in party lead-
ership would still not allow for definite conclusions. Furthermore, it bears keeping in mind that the behaviour of a party and
the weight of its decisions are not the same when it is in the opposition and when it is in power. In order to be able to pre-
dict and explain the policy that the CHP would follow, it would first be useful to outline the factors that might influence it.

CHP is the party founded by Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk in 1923. In the last four years, the change in party leadership has been ac-
companied by a process of re-examining its identity, which also includes the rethinking of some of the foundational principles
of Kemalism. However, the main lines inherited from the Atatiirk period would still affect the party’s foreign policy formulation
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if it was in government. Atatiirk was concerned with independence and sovereignty,' thus calling for a status quo-oriented and
unadventurous foreign policy. In its 2011 election programme, the party outlines its main ideological priorities in foreign policy:
CHP’s foreign policy will be pacifist; the CHP government will adopt an egalitarian policy; it will approach all foreign policy is-
sues through diplomatic means aimed at peaceful solutions; policy choices will be dictated with respect to international law.?
Atatiirk’s maxim of “peace at home, peace in the world” still holds a prominent position in the party’s foreign policy planning.
CHP continues to consider Turkey to be a natural part of the Western community, of the “civilised world.” The Middle East has
therefore never been viewed as Turkey’s natural field of action. The party’s absence in the Middle East has lately been transformed
into a type of modest activism through the creation of platforms in the region and the sending of delegations abroad.’ Never-
theless, even an active CHP would be cautiously involved in a regional crisis, as an important component of the party’s Middle
East foreign policy is the neutrality regarding conflicts among Arab states and disputes within any Arab country.*

Alevis in Turkey have traditionally voted for the CHP. The party leader, Kemal Kiligdaroglu himself is an Alevi. An argument
that is often used is that due to an alleged Alevi-Alawi affiliation, CHP shows sympathy to Bashar al-Assad. However, the sole
criteria the two sects share is their devotion to Ali, since Alevism has followed a unique trajectory with it being a combina-
tion of Shia and mystical Islam originating in Anatolia. Even if Alevis did indeed extend their support to Assad, it would be
rather impossible for the CHP’s policy to move along sectarian lines, especially in consideration of the fact that the over-
whelming majority of the Turkish electorate consists of Sunni Muslims.

While sectarian affiliations therefore would not be among the determinants of CHP’s policy, ideological directions could be.
Secularism and nationalism are two of the main principles of the party and the Kemalist ideology. The Baath party sought to
implement a similar project in Syria. At the same time, Islamic fundamentalism would always be a red flag for the Kemalist
party. Although this reality would not constitute an adequate factor that would lead to Turkey supporting Assad, in the eyes
of a Kemalist government, Assad would probably be a safer, friendlier alternative than an Islamist neighbour. Turkey may face
a low Islamist danger on its soil, but an Islamist state on its southern border would be a rather unpleasant development.

Another important component that should be kept in mind when analysing the CHP’s policy is that the party lacks unity, as
there are two dominant wings in it; the social democratic wing and the neo-nationalist wing. Kiligdaroglu and the majority
of the members and the base of the party belong to the first wing, but the neo-nationalist voices are quite loud as well. The
party is also divided over Syria as the liberal aspects of the CHP stand against the Assad regime, while the neo-nationalist and
pro-status quo elements consider Assad to be the best possible alternative for the country. Pro-Assad elements hold the view
that he is fighting against the foreign powers trying to take advantage of the situation in order to invade Syria and increase
their control in the Middle East. The balance (or imbalance) between these two groups would definitely influence the party’s
foreign policy choices.
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In light of the above explanation of the determinants of CHP’s policy in the Middle East and Syria in particular, we could say
that the Syrian revolution would cause concern for a Kemalist Turkish government both because it would threaten to change
the balance in the region, and because it would intensify the internal strife within the party. The fact that Turkey would in-
evitably be one of the countries most affected by the developments in its south suggests that the formulation of the policy
would not be a simple process. Overall, a CHP government would adopt a careful stance based on the view that cutting diplo-
matic ties with a country would not serve Turkey’s national interests, even if they experienced problems with it.> The essence
of CHP’s Syria policy would be to maintain equal relations with all parties, not to take sides in clashes and to support diplo-
matic processes for a political solution.® Under this prism, CHP’s policy in the beginning would be limited to admonishments
to the Syrian president but in later stages, Turkey would join the group of countries who condemn Assad’s dictatorial prac-
tices. At the same time, the Turkish government would not openly welcome the opposition in an effort to keep its neutrality;
it could even have a hesitant or sus-
picious attitude towards it, mostly
due to fears regarding the possible
rise of fundamentalism. The party’s
cold stance towards the Kurdistan
Regional Government and its low
record with regards to the Kurdish
issue domestically (despite some
signs of change) allows us to argue
that the possibility of Kurdish em-

powerment in Syria would be viewed

with suspicion and concern, or even
outright hostility. In any case, the Turkish government would flag the importance of sovereignty, following an anti-interven-
tionist policy. A coordinated initiative within the UN framework could lead Turkey to rethink its stance.

CHP believes that Turkey should focus on becoming a proper democracy with a strong economy, instead of seeking to be-
come a regional leader and that Turkey can be a model, but should not aspire to find remedies to all conflicts.” From this per-
spective, the CHP in power would be “conservatively active”. It would insist on the necessity of the Syrian people building
the future of their country without foreign intervention and would take steps to support a mechanism for internal dialogue.®
Taking into account CHP’s lately demonstrated activism and its effort to strengthen its presence in the region, it could be fur-
ther argued that the Kemalist government would seek to play the role of an outside mediator, utilising Turkey’s capacity as
awestern country in the Middle East. The “new CHP” would not reject cooperation with the United States, as it seems to have
overcome its anti-Americanism to a great extent and looks to be willing to affirm its membership of the Euro-Atlantic fam-
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ily. However, scepticism concerning American intentions in the region would still linger in the minds of Turkish policy mak-
ers.

On a closing note, the past, the ideological load and the existing policy of the party leads us to the conclusion that CHP’s pol-
icy towards developments in Syria would be quite different from AKP’s policy in Syria, as it would refrain from meddling di-
rectly and taking sides. Nevertheless, the psychology of a party in opposition is always different to the psychology of a party
in government, rendering their actions unpredictable. It also remains to be a fact that foreign policy is often a result of ini-
tiatives and decisions taken on an ad hoc basis rather than through prior planning, and that foreign policy can therefore be
affected by any changes in the correlation of powers.
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What if Eqgypt Supported Assad ?

Evangelos Diamantopoulos

According to this paper’s imaginary scenario, the latest regime change in Egypt results in some important revi-
sions in the Arab Republic’s foreign policy. The newly elected President, Abdel Fattah el-Sisi, decides a major
shift in Cairo’s foreign affairs by consolidating strong ties with the Russian Federation and reducing reliance on
the USA. Regionally, Egypt embraces the Syrian government and offers diplomatic, medical and technical sup-
port to it. Although Saudi Arabia and its GCC allies strongly oppose this decision, they continue to back the new
Egyptian regime. Turkey and Qatar, however, further sever their relations with post-Brotherhood Egypt.

The American decision to castigate the popular
coup d’état, question the presidential elections’
legitimacy and pressure the new Egyptian
regime through its financial and military aid
pushes Egypt in Moscow’s welcome hug. On the
one hand, the Russians are delighted to return to
Cairo after more than three decades of strong
American presence there and especially in an era

of increased antagonisms with the West on a

global scale. On the other hand, Egypt finds a
significant ally that appears willing to fill the

\ : American vacuum and offer Sisi the much
needed public support by portraying him as a modern Gamal Abdel Nasser. The Egyptian decision to back Assad’s regime
follows Russian policy in the region, promotes nationalist as well as anti-US sentiments and serves the governmental strat-
egy to fight the Muslim Brotherhood. However, this support is limited to non-military aid and does not include a closer re-
lation with Iran because Cairo does not want to provoke an open confrontation with the USA and endanger its ties with
Riyadh and other Gulf Cooperation Council capitals. Furthermore, the Qatari and Turkish backing to the Brotherhood comes

UNIVERSITY OF PELOPONNESE >



Middle East Bulletin | June 2014 - vol. 26 31

in direct opposition with the latest developments in Egypt and its stance on the Syrian conflict, creating a Cold War atmos-
phere among them. Although the Egyptian strategic shift offers the new government high rates of popularity, reality will
most probably hit it in the short or middle term and either force it to negotiate its return to the American sphere of influence
or cause it to collapse.

The United States’ diplomatic and economic pressure on the Egyptian government pushes it to reconsider a strategic alliance
with the Russian Federation.! The new rulers of Egypt are displeased with the continuous American and European criticisms
concerning the crackdown on Islamist protesters and their calls for the release of political prisoners and the end of the state
of emergency. The US-Egyptian relations become taut after the 2014 presidential elections and the American decision to pub-
licly question the legitimacy of Sisi’s win by a suspiciously impressive 92.7%. In addition, the suspension of the delivery of mil-
itary systems and financial aid to the Egyptian army worsens their bilateral relations.? State propaganda and most media in
Egypt portray the strategic shift as a return to Nasser’s “glory days” when the nation did not consider itself a US satellite and
when Egyptians took their destiny in their hands, although the actual plan is to merely swap one western patron with another.
The Russians are eager to build support in the region in order to promote their agenda.> Some impressive visits and an-
nouncements, a $10 billion long-term loan and an almost cost-priced $5 billion arms agreement are not a high price to pay
for their return in one of the most important countries of the Middle East.

The impressive shift coming from Egypt’s position concerning the Syrian civil war marks the new pro-Russian, anti-Broth-
erhood and nationalistic character of the state. Actually, one of the last decisions of Mohamed Morsi was to cut diplomatic
ties with Syria and call for a no-fly zone over it, but one of the first actions of Abdel Fattah Sisi is to re-establish relations with
Damascus and reject an external intervention to it.* On the other hand, Egypt faces its own important internal problems and
a major lack of financial resources that do not allow it to offer Assad significant economic assistance. In addition, it does not
provide the Ba’athist regime with any substantial military aid, except from non-lethal assistance, to avoid an abrupt cut of
ties with Saudi Arabia and the USA. However, the strong symbolism of the Egyptian diplomatic support gives the Assad
regime some space to breathe and hope for its survival. Egypt may not be the sole leader of the Arabs but nobody can ignore
its importance. The Syrian President celebrates the fall of the Brotherhood in Egypt® and salutes Sisi’s electoral win while mak-
ing extensive use of pan-Arabist and anti-Western rhetoric. Moreover, the medical, technical and humanitarian assistance of
Egypt has a direct effect to the lives of the civilians of the war-torn country.

Saudi Arabia and most of its GCC allies continue to offer financial and political assistance to the military-backed Egyptian gov-
ernment even though they have conflicting positions on Syria. After Morsi’s dismissal, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and the UAE of-
fered more than $12 billion to the new regime® in multiple forms, such as treasury bonds, no-interest loans and oil products.

When the Field Marshal gets elected President, the wealthy Gulf countries will be among the first to congratulate him and
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present him with another $10 billion while the US and the EU freeze their financial and military aid towards Egypt. The fear
and hostility of the GCC countries against the Muslim Brotherhood and Shiite Iran should be taken into account in order to
explain this stance.” A strong Egypt that fights the Brotherhood at home and abroad is a welcome gift for the Gulf kingdoms
even though they disagree about Assad at the same time. As long as Egypt does not interfere militarily in the Syrian conflict
and does not come close with Iran, the Saudis and their allies will tolerate the Egyptian stance and continue to back Cairo.
Qatar is the only GCC country which strongly supports the Muslim Brotherhood resulting in its isolation from the rest of the

Council and establishes a negative relation with the Egyptian regime.

Qatar and Turkey’s continuous support for the Muslim Brotherhood creates a hostile environment with Egypt, Saudi Arabia
and the rest of the GCC nations.® Egypt recalls its ambassadors from Doha and Ankara, boycotts all economic activities with
them and forcibly closes Al Jazeera’s bureau in Cairo while high profile officials make offensive statements against the Qatari
Emir and the Turkish Prime Minister. President Sisi himself warns al-Thani and Erdogan to stop providing the Syrian “ter-
rorists” with arms because that will provoke an Egyptian reaction - without specifying what that will be. Saudi Arabia, Bahrain
and the UAE also withdraw their envoys from Qatar in order to apply pressure.” The Saudis, after declaring the Brotherhood
a terrorist organization, order the rebel groups under their influence in Syria to attack those who are close to the Qatari-
Turkish side and even reach the point to blockade their neighbour by land and sea for a few days. The American efforts to

bridge their differences have no important effect.

The future of Egypt does not seem bright under the current imaginary circumstances and Cairo will most probably be forced
to rethink its position on Syria and retreat to the American side. The economy faces significant strains and had the rich king-
doms of the Gulf not provided it with their assistance,® the Generals would have had to face the wrath of an impoverished
society. The Russian loans are also not a viable substitution to the stable annual cheques from the USA. Moreover, the Russ-
ian guns do not come for free and the Saudis do not seem willing to pay for them as long as Moscow is against their interests
in Syria. On the other hand, the Americans appear ready to welcome one of the most important countries of the Middle East
back into their camp and look the other way about its undemocratic practices and human rights abuses as long as they are
not extreme. Egyptian neutrality on Syria would be enough to warm up the USA-Egyptian relations once more, which were

never completely cut, and restart the annual economic and military US aid.

Egypt is making an impressive turn by supporting Assad in Syria and reshuffles the cards in the region. The American insis-
tence on criticising the post-Brotherhood regime and the Russian charm offensive leads the new President to look towards
Moscow. Sisi is totally free at last to strike against the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt and abroad. The masses, in need for a
leader and thirsty for hope, welcome with enthusiasm and nostalgia the populist pan-Arab and anti-American slogans used

by the government. Assad cannot count on the Egyptian military’s direct involvement but definitely feels empowered by the
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diplomatic support of a key country. The Saudis and their GCC allies appear trapped in their conflicting anti-Assad/Iran, pro-
Egyptian and anti-Brotherhood strategies but opt to back Sisi as long as he does not interfere militarily in Syria. Finally, Qatar
and Turkey witness a rapid deterioration of their relations with post-Morsi Egypt. In general, the Syrian adventure of Egypt
appears to be short-sighted since a compromise with the USA seems the least rocky road to economic and political stability
for the land of the Pyramids.
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What if a Gandhi stepped in ?

Thanassis Papamargaris

At this point, Syria is neither a state nor a country ravaged by an insurgency; instead, it is a space where multi-
ple warlords are entangled into a bloody all-against-all conflict. Numerous armed groups organised across sec-
tarian and ethno-tribal lines share a strong, centralised and hierarchical leadership as well as a distinct and
deep rooted collective identity. A vicious circle of fanaticism and hatred is therefore created, eliminating all ef-
forts for peace at their very beginning. But what if a figure able to be followed and believed by a majority among
the people stepped in? Let us give to that figure the name of Zulema' Ali and let us say that she has taken advan-
tage of the coming elections of June 3 to be the third candidate for the Syrian presidency.

Zulema is in her early thirties, has received her education in the American University in Beirut and in the University of Ox-
ford, is a devout hijab-wearing Sunni Muslim and is married to an equally “westernised” Syrian Alawite, whose family includes
former members of the Assad regime’s upper-middle echelons. Her family has been chased out of the country by the Assad’s
security establishment and she has been an activist in favour of democracy and women rights in the Middle East and a sup-
porter of Rachid al-Ghannouchi’s and Abdolkarim Soroush’s political philosophy. In her very first speech as a presidential can-
didate, Zulema recognises the grave situation which Syria has been dragged into and supports a “peace at all costs” policy,
even if that means a relative autonomy to some carefully selected regions. Such a statement, together with the fact that she
is a western-educated woman leads to her facing grave criticism from the religiously and socially conservative people, as well

as from the Assad regime, while threats against her life are made by foreign and native jihadis.

Nevertheless, her husband’s family and sectarian background help to ease the regime’s criticism and create some sympathy
among the Alawite population, mainly due to the regime’s slow and bloody advance to a long-promised but still not visible vic-
tory. Representing an alternative way out of the Syrian crisis, and constituting a player far easier to be understood and talked
with, Zulema earns Western support and resources. Making use of it, as well as due to her family’s political and sectarian back-
ground, she organises a large campaign which takes her close to the non-Alawite rural and urban middle class which has suf-

fered the most by being war refugees; by losing friends and relatives; or simply by losing their land and/or business because of
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the war. In this campaign, Zulema takes advantage of the deeply secular narrative which the Syrian state is based on and con-
stantly reminds to the people that the Qur’an never says or implies that the position of ruler is inappropriate for a woman. She

consequently publicly refers to Benazir Bhutto, Khaleda Zia, Sheikh Hasina or even Megawati Sukarnoputri and Tansu Ciller.

Moreover, Zulema capitalises on the multilevel misery that people have experienced due to the ongoing violence and then
makes use of non-violence as the ultimate means to end it. She organises anti-war rallies using the new social media, as well
as the support of the female part of the population. Essentially, she tries to create a new collective identity based on non-vi-
olence as a means to counter war. “What will the rebels or the soldiers do if opposed by a thousand protesters over and over
again? Would they open fire again and again? If they do, they will prove that they do not care for Syria as we do. If they do
not, we will have won because their authority will no longer exist”, she most passionately declares in one of her speeches.
She then makes up the slogan of “Power of the arms or power of the people?” and constantly pushes it through conventional
and new media, by word of mouth, but mainly through women and their role in the traditional institution of the Middle
Eastern family.

At this point, the regime finds some excuse to exclude her from the elec-
tions, but not before Zulema is accepted by a large part of the Syrian civil-
ians, war refugees and definitely by most women as a symbol of a new
era at hand. Being excluded by the presidential race and knowing that she
cannot compete with her rivals at any other level, Zulema resorts to
strengthening the non-violence movement. She now makes peace the
main demand of her campaign and extensively uses counter-hegemonic
narratives and symbols; she publicly defies government rulings, she or-
ganises strikes, sit-ins, boycotts, but mainly she encourages her followers
to not pay their taxes, which constitutes a direct hit both to the regime’s
resources, as well as to its legitimacy; she has artists draw caricatures of
Assad and the warlords in public places, thus openly defying their domi-
nation in the public space. In short, she tries to break the regime’s and the
armed groups’ ideological hegemony over the public space; to establish
herself as a leading figure in the people’s minds; to construct solidarities
and collectivities around her; ultimately, to appear as Syria’s only hope.

Clearly benefiting from the Western protection, Zulema is able to feel

safe regarding her life and thus to continue the campaign of non-vio-
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lence. Knowing that more purposefully violent reactions against civilians would almost certainly further isolate the country
and endanger their position, the regime and the warlords seem not able to keep control of the Sunni middle classes. Sit-ins,
strikes and boycotts give birth to a wave that Zulema can easily ride. In panic, the regime accuses her for bribery and after a
mock trial she is escorted to prison. Naturally, she becomes a symbol both internationally and domestically. As a direct re-

sult, the non-violence resistance movement is immensely strengthened.

From this point onwards, it is only a matter of time. Zulema is set free after popular demand and is allowed to run for the pres-
idency while Assad abdicates amid popular protests, though putting forward a relative of his as a candidate for the presidency.
The warlords are hesitant to attack to the now severely weakened regime due to the powerful non-violence movement which
has succeeded in months where they have failed in years and are instead confined into a cool support for Zulema and her
movement. They can wait for a better chance to further their interests and consolidate their power in the territories they al-
ready hold. The West congratulates Syria for the steps taken forward and in the elections of June 3 Zulema is elected as Syria’s
first female president and is the first Arab woman head of state. Nevertheless, the hard part still lays ahead: regaining the coun-
try’s lost territorial integrity and reconstructing its ravaged economy and infrastructure is difficult, but it is nothing com-
pared to rebuilding its fragile collective identity. Consequently, living up to the standards that she herself has set in the past
months will be the hardest of all.

Despite the fact that this is but a scenario and admittedly one quite unlikely to come true, it should not be light-heartedly dis-
regarded. Zulema is a figure not drastically different from Benazir Bhutto or Mahatma Gandhi, while the inexcusably irra-
tional choices of the regime have been made over and over again in several times and places around the globe: the British and
French colonial wars constitute obvious examples, but this is a pattern followed in Egypt and Tunisia during the Arab Spring
as well. Finally, it is admittedly quite rare to observe a de-escalation of that type. Usually non-violent movements escalate into
violent ones; the opposite is quite difficult and rare, yet not inexistent; this is what essentially happened in the Indian sub-
continent approximately seventy years ago, as well as in Palestine during the intifadas. In short, when one acts and thinks un-

conventionally, then unpredicted and unprecedented events will take place.

NOTES

1. The Arabic name standing for peace or peaceful.
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