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Middle East Flashpoint 

The impact of Syria’s unrest could

change the map of the Middle East

Eleftheria Karagiorgi*

The wave of regional uprisings reached Syria in mid- March, with opposition organ-

isers and protesters being rounded up daily. The Syrian regime responded immedi-

ately using disproportionate force in order to quell protesters and emphasise the

consequences of dissent. However, Syria’s internal frustration is of particular impor-

tance due to the country’s regional significance.         
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The mass protests in Syria started in the southern city of Daraa on March 18th, where

the army violently suppressed thousands of people who took to the streets protesting.

Around a hundred people were killed by security forces. The death toll continues to rise.1

The arrest of several teenagers who scrawled anti-government graffiti on a wall in Daraa

served as the spark for dissent. Calls for the students’ release were succeeded by calls for

political freedoms2, as demonstrators chanted that “we want dignity and freedom” and said

“no to the emergency laws”. The country is under emergency law, a legacy inherited from

the 1963 coup that brought the Baath party to power. The Syrian authorities utilise it to ban

protests, justify arbitrary arrests, close courts and give reign to the secret police forces.3

But the causes of this uprising are deeper. Daraa suffered hard from the drought that

also hit all of eastern Syria. Moreover, according to a Jerusalem Post report, “the city is

home to thousands of displaced people from eastern Syria, where up to a million people

have left their home because of a water crisis in the past six years”.4 This unprecedented

water crisis, along with the poor Syrian agricultural infrastructure and management, has led

to deterioration in living standards in Daraa and Syria in general. What is more, Daraa is a

majority Sunni Muslim population, neglected by the Alawite Assad regime. It is also a trib-

al region that has traditionally resisted central authority, and some attribute the severity of

the demonstrations to the significance of tribal identities.5

After Daraa, demonstrations followed in Damascus, Latakia, Homs, Hama and

Kamishly. Although there are some early indications of the Muslim Brotherhood’s involve-

ment in the demonstrations, the main opposition group in the country has not put its full

weight behind it.6 The Brotherhood remembers vividly the massacre at Hama in 1982,

where the Syrian army violently crushed its attempts at dissent. The MB now looks to the

West for assurances of support, though prospects for such support appear slim. After

weeks of violent protests, Syria’s cabinet resigned on March 29th 2011.7 However, this

move has not satisfied protesters’ demands, as the changes have done little to alter the bal-

ance of power in Syria’s government, where authority lies disproportionately in the hands

of Bashar Al- Assad, his family and the security apparatus.8

Nevertheless, while addressing the Syrian Parliament on March 30th, Bashar Al-

Assad was expected to introduce reforms, including the lifting of the state of emergency.9

Instead, the President simply stressed that security and stability need to come first. He also

accused foreign powers of trying to stir sectarian strife in Syria. However, though Bashar

claims to promote reforms from 2005, some say that he is incapable of implementing true

reforms.10 In fact, Assad’s regime is not willing to offer concessions to the opposition, unless

it is forced to.  

However, apart from domestic issues of regime survival and the role of Islamists in pol-

itics, the unrest in Syria creates regional and international puzzles. What is at stake in Syria

is not just an internal matter; rather, the stakes are above all geopolitical on a regional

scale.11 Syria is the linchpin of the Tehran – Damascus – Hezbollah axis, which has been

seen by many leaders in the region as the hallmark of resistance to Israeli and American

hegemony. This makes the country important both at the regional and international level. 

The Iran – Syria – Hezbollah axis

While Syria’s relations with Iran have grown stronger, some policy makers have called

on the US administration to flip Syria and distance it from Iran. The Obama administration

has tried to reach out to the country diplomatically to encourage the latter to reconsider its

“rejectionist” behaviour. The United States has long been critical of Syria’s support of anti-
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Israeli militant groups and its involvement in Lebanon, and restored full diplomatic relations

with Syria only recently by sending an ambassador to Damascus in January after nearly six

years of diplomatic isolation.12 Nevertheless, some claim that the foundation of the Syrian-

Iranian relationship, which includes the support of Hizballah in Lebanon and countering

Israel, is based on geopolitical criteria which render it difficult to disentangle one from the

other. 

Until its expulsion in 2005, Syria has acted as a de facto power broker in Lebanon and

effectively enabled Hizballah to rise and became the transit point for Iranian supplies to the

Lebanese organisation. The country also acted as safe haven for offices, personnel and

organisation for both Hizballah and Palestinian militant groups, such as Hamas, Palestinian

Islamic Jihad and the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine-General Command

(PFLP-GC).13

Furthermore, the Islamic Republic and Syria share the same interest for involvement

in Iraq. Since 2003 and the Iraqi war, Iran’s role in Iraq, like Syria’s, is the subject of hun-

dreds of reports, many of which suggest that Tehran was heavily involved in equipping and

aiding Shia groups. The reports allege excessive links between Iran and the militant groups,

particularly Mahdi militia and Badr Corps, with the allegation that they were receiving arms

from Iranian agents.14 In addition, there were reports that in the run up to the Iraqi war, many

top officials of Saddam’s regime were offered shelter in Syria.

Syria lies in the centre of a dense network of Middle East relationships, and the crisis

there could have a major impact on the regional balance of power. Now that Syria faces

internal problems, the Tehran – Damascus – Hizballah axis can not stay unaffected. If the

Syrian regime were to be weakened by popular dissent, Iran’s influence in Arab affairs

would probably be reduced – both in Lebanon and in the Palestinian territories.15 As Antoine

Basbous, the head of the Paris-based Observatory of Arab Countries, claims, “Iran is very

involved with this regime and would defend it with all means possible”.16

Dangers and opportunities

Lebanon can not stay unaffected by the Syrian uprisings, which may have contributed

to greater sectarian divisions within Lebanese society. At this time, the spectre of civil war

is rising again in Lebanon and Hizballah’s local enemies aspire to reap the benefits of sec-

tarian strife for themselves. This might explain the sharp speech of the former Prime

Minister Saad Hariri, who asserted that Hizballah’s weapons were not so much a threat to

Israel as to Lebanon’s own freedom and sovereignty- at Iran’s hand. In fact, the Sunni

Muslim leader tried to rally supporters against the new Lebanese government.17 The forma-

tion of the latter has been entrusted to Saad’s successor and Hizballah-backed Najib

Mikati.18 Analysts claim a solution to the current political vacuum depends to some extend

on Syria’s subsequent actions, though the regime may be too preoccupied by its internal

troubles to focus on its neighbour.19

The danger of a destabilised Lebanon could serve as a unifying factor for a diverse

group of countries. Syria has reined in Hizballah on several occasions. “Washington, Israel,

Turkey and Iran all have great reasons to want Assad to remain at the helm”, Israeli ana-

lyst Zvi Bar’el supports in the Israeli daily Ha’aretz. “He’s seen as a safety valve against an

attack on Israel by Hizballah or against its physical takeover of Lebanon”.20

Moreover, Syria could become a key player on another neighbouring check board; the

Gulf. The reasons behind the rivalry between Saudi Arabia and the other Arab states of the

Gulf and Iran are old but they have been accentuated because of the former’s recent inter-
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vention in Bahrain.21 Despite the official stance that the Saudis and United Arab Emirates

(UAE) troops had arrived in Bahrain – under the auspices of the Gulf Cooperation Council

– to restore order in the streets, there is little doubt as to the real purpose; to help crush

majority Shiite demonstrations meant to challenge a Sunni king. Gulf Arabs believe that

Shia uprisings are being organised by Tehran and they fear that the unrest could spread

throughout the Arabian Peninsula. Here is where Syria enters the picture; Damascus could

become the bridge between Iran and the GCC countries over the current standoff in the

Persian Gulf region. In exchange for the cessation of Iranian intervention in the internal

affairs of the Gulf, Saudi Arabia would stop promoting acts of rebellion against the Syrian

government.22 So far, this scenario seems far-fetched;23 nonetheless, it demonstrates

Syria’s prominent role in the Middle East.

Another interesting position is that unrest in Syria could turn Assad closer to the West.

The truth is that, unlike Egypt’s Hosni Mubarak and Libya’s Muammar Qadhafi, the United

States have not exerted any pressure on Assad to leave. In fact, Hillary Clinton called him

a reformist in an interview with CBS.24 That makes the difference in Syria’s unrest. If Assad

survives, which is the most probable scenario, he might feel beholden to the West and per-

ceive a closer relationship as the answer to his domestic problems. He might even seek out

Western economic aid, asserts Syrian expert Moshe Maoz.25

Meanwhile, Turkey anxiously watches the Syrian protests on the sidelines. In recent

years, Ankara and Damascus have made significant steps to improve their relationship. If

a wave of unrest hits Syria, it will be a loss for Turkey’s economy and stability. The two

countries are moving towards economic integration. One of their projects is the creation of

an economic bloc with Lebanon and Jordan, which is already a reality through the removal

of visa requirements. A power struggle in Syria could set back this project.26 However, for

Ankara, such initiatives have a broader meaning in the context of regional security, includ-

ing Turkey’s fight against the Kurdish Workers Party (PKK). Aware of the cross-border

dimension of the Kurdish problem, Ankara wants to engage its Middle Eastern neighbours

through various cooperation platforms in order to thwart any support the PKK might receive

from the region. In this line, Syria has been the most cooperative neighbour, expressing its

support for Ankara’s right to fight against terrorism.27 At this time, Ankara is anxious about

the possibility of the protests turning into a sectarian clash, which will give rise to Syria’s

Kurdish population as well.       

Syria could change the map in the Middle East if its unrest were to lead to the over-

throw of the Assad regime. However, the international and regional “understanding” of the

importance of regional stability makes Damascus hold the fort against its opponents.

However, the regime must not underestimate the force of the angry Arabs in the streets,

mobilised by the need to protect their interests, positions and principles. Therefore, Assad

can not feel relief from the “understandings”28, for much remains up in the air concerning

the Arab revolutions and the fate of the Middle East.
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Amnesty International has also referred to the arrest of 93 people between March 8th and March
23rd in Damascus, Aleppo, Daraa, Homs, Latakia and the detention of approximately 300 people
who are believed to have been subjected to torture and ill-treatment.
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