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Some data

Geography

Bordering Turkey to the North, Iraq to the East, Jordan and Palestine in the South and Lebanon and 
the Mediterranean to the West, Syria occupies an area of 185.180 km2. Most of Syria's Golan 
Heights are occupied by Israel since 1967.

Population

The Syrian population is, according to the Syrian Statistical Office, estimated at 21.299.000  
(November 2011). 

 The Government

Syria is a secular parliamentary republic. Presidential elections take place every seven years while 
parliamentary elections (250 seats) are held every four years.

 Economy

The petroleum- and agricultural industry account for about half of Syria's GDP. Some other 
important economical activities are the education-, tourism,- telecommunications- and financial 
sectors.
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A brief history

The Sykes-Picot Agreement (1916)

The Sykes-Picot agreement (1916) was a secret agreement between the governments of the United 
Kingdom and France in which they defined their respective spheres of influence in West-Asia after 
the expected fall of the Ottoman Empire during the First World War and how they were going to 
divide the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire situated outside the Arabian peninsula between 
them. The agreement was signed on May 16, 1916. The general provisions were negotiated by the 
French diplomat François Georges-Picot and his British colleague Sir Mark Sykes.

the Sykes-Picot agreement (1916)
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The Battle of Maysalun (July 23, 1920)

The Battle of Maysalun between Syrian and French troops took place on July 23, 1920, 
approximately 20 km west of Damascus.

The cause of the battle was the French intervention to overthrow the newly proclaimed nationalist 
government under King Faisal. Syria was to become an independent kingdom after an Arab army 
defeated the Ottomans and took Damascus.

However, as a result of the secret Sykes-Picot agreement between Britain and France, Syria was 
handed over to France as a mandated territory by the League of Nations (August 1920).

King Faisal and his government refused to accept this decision and also rejected to recognise the 
separation of Lebanon from Greater Syria. The French had constructed  the Lebanese republic on 
the remains of a former Ottoman Christian autonomous province.

The French troops under the command of General Gouraud advanced  from Beirut.

King Faisal fled to Iraq where he was was put on the throne by the British.

The then Syrian defence minister, General Yusuf al-Azmah, decided to confront the French and led 
from Damascus a small badly equipped army.

General Yusuf al-Azmah was slain in battle and is to the present day still remembered in Syria as a 
martyr who died in the struggle for Syrian independence.

The Battle of Maysalun (July 23, 1920)
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April 17, 1946, Syria gains its independence

After a long series of uprisings Syria finally gained its independence on April 17, 1946.

the United Arab Republic (1958-1961)

The charisma and leadership of late Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser (in office from June 
1956 till September 1970) helped make grow in Syria the enthusiasm for a pan-Arab initiative in 
the form of a political Union with Egypt. On February 1, 1958, the merger of the two countries was 
announced and the "United Arab Republic" was proclaimed by Syrian president Shukri al-Quwatli 
and his Egyptian counterpart Gamal Abdel Nasser. One consequence of this Union was the 
dissolution of all political parties, including the Ba'ath Party.

The Union was not a success however and on September 28, 1961, a military coup led by the Syrian 
officer Abd al-Karim al-Nahlawi made an end to the Union and Syria regained its independence as  
the "Syrian Arab Republic".

The Ba'ath Party comes to power (1963)

The next 18 months were marked by political instability which resulted in the March 8, 1963, coup 
by  a group of patriotic officers in the Syrian army and  the rise to power of the Ba'ath Party.

On February 23, 1966, another intra-party Ba'athist coup was carried out by a group of leftist army 
officers led by the Syrian Army Chief of Staff, General Salah Jadid, in which President Amin al-
Hafiz was sidelined and the cabinet dissolved.

The "Corrective Movement" led by Hafez al-Assad (1970)

Soon a conflict broke out within the Ba'ath Party between an extremist wing, led by Salah Jadid, 
and a pragmatic wing, headed by Hafez al-Assad. The events of September 1970 in Jordan where 
an armed clash broke out between Palestinian guerrillas and King Hussein, ending with the 
expulsion of the PLO from Jordan to Lebanon in July 1971, led to a climax of this conflict. The 
Syrian army, led by Salah Jadid, had sent troops into Jordan on September 18, 1970, to back-up the 
Palestinian guerrillas in their fight against King Hussein. But a few days later, on September 22, the 
Syrian troops were ordered out again by then defence minister, Hafez al-Assad and on November 
13, 1970, the pragmatic wing of the Ba'ath Party took over power after a bloodless military coup 
(the "Corrective Movement") whereby Minister of Defense Hafez al-Assad became the new strong 
man.

Hafez al-Assad formed the "National Progressive Front", a coalition of political parties led by the 
Ba'ath Party, and the new Constitution of 1973 officially defined Syria as a secular socialist 
Republic with Islam as the majority religion. Although the Constitution requires the President to be 
a Muslim, Islam is not defined as the state religion.

Bashar al-Assad becomes President (2000)

Hafez al-Assad passed away on June 10, 2000, and was one month later, on July 17, after holding a 
national referendum, succeeded by his son Bashar al-Assad as President of Syria. Bashar al-Assad 
continued a policy which aims for a peaceful solution to the Arab-Israeli conflict with the return of 
all occupied Arab territories under Israeli occupation. He also starts a process of profound political 
and economic reforms. 
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Syria's foreign policy has contributed to its geopolitical strategic position as a hub between the 
political protagonists of the region.
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"The Syrian Arab spring?"

Western media channels generally place all events which have occurred recently in the MENA 
region (Middle East and North Africa) under a common denominator of "Arab spring". But does 
there really exist such a thing as the Arab spring?

Structure of Syrian society

Syrian society has never been built on ethnic or religious fractional lines. In Syria, one person’s 
social background has never been an obstacle for participation in daily life. Given the fact if 
someone originates from a Muslim or Christian family or, for example, whether one has Palestinian 
roots has never been a relevant factor for functioning in Syrian society. People from all walks of 
Syrian society have always mixed freely with each other and heterogeneous families are therefore 
more the rule than exception. Indeed, explicitly focusing on or questioning someone's ethnic or 
religious background is considered inappropriate in Syrian society.

A comparative case study : Egypt and Syria, two different models 

When looking into the situation in Egypt and Syria we can observe that the socio-political 
background in both countries is from a completely different order as the political and social 
framework in Egypt and Syria stems from an entirely different ideological model.

Essential in understanding the processus in both countries, we have to take into consideration the 
decisive factor of poverty and social injustice. Although great wealth is present in Egypt, it is very 
concentrated in the hands of a small and powerful elite, a comprador bourgeoisie, whereby the 
dividing line between the economical and political elites has become completely blurred. The 
majority of Egypt's population however lives in severe poverty whereby a substantial part even 
lives below the official poverty line as defined by the United Nations (less than $ 1.25 per day).

On the other hand, when we look to the Syrian situation we notice a whole different social 
environment. It has always been Syria’s policy to avoid sharp social inequality by applying a series 
of mechanisms and instruments that guarantee generated wealth to be distributed in a fairer way by 
offering opportunities to each citizen to participate in and contribute to economic life. Examples 
include a highly developed public health care and education system, social housing policies and  a 
progressive and social labor legislation. These Syrian solidarity principles have been developed 
without having the benefits to fall back on vast natural resources like oil and gas, unlike the Arab 
Gulf States.

Economic liberalisation

The economic liberalisation and deregulation process which started at the fist decade of the 21st 
century has undoubtedly caused a lot of discontent and distress because of growing unemployment, 
rising prices of commodities, a deterioration of the public health- and education system and a steep 
rise in housing rents while expensive private hospitals and education establishments blossomed.

This hasty economical liberalisation was in part attributable to a changed world order. Syria and the 
Ba'ath party, essentially a secular socialist ideology, had always maintained strong ties with the 
former Soviet Union. Not only politically but also economically and militarily. Syria was a 
privileged trade partner of the Soviet Union and the disappearance of this relationship had caused, 
as in other socialist countries, a very acute economic and financial crisis. This situation forced the 
Syrian government to implement privatizations and reduce or even phase out subsidies. 
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The Western powers saw in this situation a unique opportunity to influence Syria by making use of 
their economic instruments such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank  
and through carrot and stick tactics, a combination of in the same time exerting pressure and 
making promises. Syria was told and promised that accelerated liberalisation and the dismantling of 
state control over key economic sectors would be rewarded with the removal of its political 
isolation.

Which measures is Syria taking now to meet the economic needs of its people?

The Syrian government is acutely aware of the problems arising from the liberalisation of the 
economy. It therefore immediately put a number of measures in place to answer and give relief to 
the most pressing needs of the population and decided to exercise again greater control over key 
sectors of the economy and turn back some of the most harsh liberalisation policies. A number of 
subsidies and price ceilings are reintroduced where they were previously abolished.

Placing the current events and developments within a larger framework 

When we understand the social fabric of Syrian society and the historical context of its functioning 
it becomes clear that what we are witnessing at present is the provocation of sectarian conflict 
which has no internal cause but as a consequence of external manipulation aiming to destroy the 
Syria state and Syrian society.

In order to reveal the motive behind this sabotage we must look back on Syria's modern history. 
Since the Syrian Revolution of March 1963, with the coming to power of the Ba'ath party, Syria has 
always followed a pan-Arab, anti-imperialist and anti-Zionist course. We should not forget that 
Syria itself is a victim of Zionist aggression as the Syrian Golan has been occupied by Israel since 
1967.

It has consistently been Syria's policy to oppose foreign interference in intra-Arab affairs whereby it 
states that Arab territory and resources belong to the Arabs and conflicts between Arabs should be 
resolved by the Arabs themselves in a "brotherly" manner.

An example and illustration of this neutrality can be seen in Syria’s stance with respect to the 
conflict between the Palestinian factions Hamas and Fatah. Syria did not side with either party but 
stood by to assist both parties by providing the necessary facilities to reach mutual reconciliation.

Syria also took a very bold move when it supported the young Islamic Republic of Iran a few 
months after its establishment in 1979 and when the Islamic Republic was attacked by Saddam 
Hussein’s Iraq, a war that would last eight years : 1980-1988. This position was certainly not 
obvious and showed great political courage on the part of Syria because Syria, as an Arab country, 
was under intense pressure and severely criticised by most other Arab states.

Syria condemned the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait (August 1990) because for Syria it is unacceptable 
that an Arab nation invades and annexes another brotherly Arab nation, and therefore it has 
contributed to the expulsion of Iraqi troops from Kuwait. But at the same time Syria has also 
warned for the catastrophic consequences of the U.S. led invasion of Iraq in March 2003. Syria has 
consequently denounced both the economic embargo against as the military invasion of Iraq. More, 
after the invasion of Iraq, Syria gave shelter to two and a half million Iraqi refugees and provide  
them, until today, with a safe haven as well as health and education facilities. And here again we 
must emphasise that Syria is not a country blessed with great wealth generated by huge amounts of 
natural resources.
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Syria’s pan-Arab, anti-imperialist and anti-Zionist line has led to feelings of frustration and 
resentment among the Western powers and their regional allies and they are therefore of the opinion 
that Syria should be punished or even destroyed.

In this light one can question himself if Syria would, hypothetically, abandon it’s political principles 
and yield to the imperialist demands of giving up its strategic and defensive alliance with the 
Islamic Republic of Iran, the Lebanese resistance movement Hezbollah and Hamas in Palestine, this 
would lead to the immediate lifting of pressure on Damascus?  I think the resounding answer is 
positive.

Indications of external manipulations and manoeuvres on the events in Syria are clearly visible by 
observing international media networks such as Al-Jazeera, BBC World, CNN, Al-Arabiya, France 
24, etc. ... . The political influence on and/or financing of these networks, directly or indirectly,  is 
no big secret. These media manipulations are but one example of an effort to portrait the Syrian 
government as an extremely brutal and violent regime that massacres its own citizens and to present 
an extremely disturbed image of Syria and a one-sided view of the events going on there. But other  
examples and evidence of media manipulation are abundantly documented through the Iraqi 
experiences and, only very recently, in Libya.  These examples teach us a lot about deception 
techniques and psychological warfare.

The current campaign against Syria also highlights and  exposes the implementation of “double 
standards”. Why didn’t we hear Europe, the United States or the UN Security Council when Israel 
bombarded Lebanon in 2006 and destroyed its entire infrastructure? Or during the Israeli aggression 
on Gaza in December 2008 and January 2009 with 1.500 deaths and more than 5.000 injured among 
the civilian population? Where was the rest of the world to condemn Israel for all these or other acts 
of aggression against the Palestinians during the last 60 years? 

The Arab League 

Questions can also be raised on the attitude and moral authority of some members of the Arab 
League who suddenly "discovered" the issue of human rights in Syria. 

Saudi Arabia, which plays a prominent role in the Syria-debate within the Arab League, is one of 
the last existing absolute monarchies with an extensive and ruthless repressive apparatus.

And why do we hear little or nothing about the violence in the tiny Gulf state of Bahrain where 
Saudi troops, invited by the ruling Sunni al-Khalifa clan, invaded the kingdom to suppress the 
Shi'ite population’s uprising with brutal force? This with full knowledge and approval by the same 
Western powers who are now condemning and targeting Syria. Could it be that Bahrain's strategic 
location and the U.S. 5th Fleet, which is based there, has something to do with it?

The “Libyan scenario”

In some ways it looks as if the “Libyan scenario” is repeating itself by applying the same strategy ; 
trying to topple the regime by bringing in heavy weaponry and providing logistical and financial 
support to extremist gangs without putting the United States or Europe militarily at risk of suffering 
casualties from deploying ground troops. The only difference with Libya, till now, is the absence of 
NATO bombings and the imposition of so called no-fly zones. Probably this can be contributed to 
the strong diplomatic backing of Syria by Russia, Syria’s advanced air defence systems and it’s 
strategic relationship with the Islamic Republic of Iran and the Hezbollah and Hamas resistance 
groups in Lebanon and Palestine. 
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Legitimate demands

To return to the Syrian situation. Does the aforementioned mean that there are no legitimate 
demands for economic, political and social reforms to be made? Is everyone who asks for reforms a 
violent criminal by definition? The answer is of course not. Many demands asked for are justified 
and needed. The Syrian government is aware of this and started to implement a series of structural 
reforms  many years ago. The reform process is therefore not something new but has been put in a 
much higher gear now. And yes, mistakes have been made. The Syrian government has been very 
open about that and admitted these mistakes. One of the criticisms is that reforms had to made 
sooner and faster. That is correct. Yet, in all fairness we have to add that the implementation of this 
wide range of reforms is a very complex process and that far reaching social change demands the 
necessity of careful balancing between progress and stability of society. It is fear for endangering 
social stability which stopped the Syrian Government in implementing reforms in a faster pace.

Part of these reforms is introducing a liberal press law, abolishing the state of emergency which was 
in place since 1963, preparing a new constitution, introducing a multiparty system, granting 
citizenship to a large part of the Kurdish population in order to definitively regularise their situation 
and organising local and parliamentary elections.

Still, reform and adventurism are two different things. Reforms are urgently needed but 
adventurism will lead the country into chaos, lawlessness and violence. What the Syrian people 
want first and for all is the implementation of reforms in a controlled manner which benefits all. It 
wants to continue daily life in a peaceful and harmonious way and contribute to the progress and 
development of the country so that prosperity of present and future generations is safeguarded and 
enhanced. The Syrian people will therefore have nothing to do with the criminal gangs, paid and 
supported by some foreign powers and their regional allies (1) (2) (3), sowing terror in order to 
provoke a civil war and destroy the homeland and all the principles and values for which Syria and 
the Syrian people stand for.

Conclusion

The Syrian people will overcome these turbulent times. Syria went through difficult and challenging 
times before in it’s history and always came out stronger. One of the pillars of this strength was, is 
and shall always remain the unshakable steadfastness and solidarity among the Syrian people. 
Those criminals who now leave behind a trail of bloodshed and destruction will be held accountable  
by the Syrian people at the appropriate time for their committed crimes. 

Footnotes

(1) Saad-Eddine Rafiq al-Hariri (Riyadh, Saudi Arabia - April 18, 1970) is a Lebanese businessman 
and politician. Saad al-Hariri is a son of the in February 2005 killed Rafiq al-Hariri, former Prime 
Minister of Lebanon (1992-1998 and 2000-2004). Saad al-Hariri has very close ties with the Saudi 
royal family and possesses, besides his Lebanese nationality, also Saudi nationality.

(2) Abdul Halim Khaddam is a former Syrian foreign minister (1970-1984) and Vice President
(1984-2005). Already on January 14, 2006, Khaddam announced the formation of a so called 
"government in exile" to overthrow President Bashar al-Assad. Khaddam is also the head of the 
"National Salvation Front" (NSF). It is my contention that the leitmotifs of Khaddam’s actions are 
very personal and opportunistic in nature because he was convinced to take over the office of 
President after the demise of President Hafez al-Assad (June 10, 2000). That ultimately not 
Khaddam but Bashar al-Assad became President stemmed him very bitter. Abdul Halim Khaddam 
gave in May 2011 an interview for the Israeli television channel "Channel 2".
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(3) Rifaat al-Assad is the brother of Hafez and Bashar al-Assad's uncle. In 1983 he was sent into 
exile after a failed coup against his brother, President Hafez al-Assad, who was for a period of time 
in the impossibility to rule due to matters of health. Rifaat al-Assad led the military operation 
against the Muslim Brotherhood in Hama (February 1982) which resulted in many civilian 
casualties as a consequence.

Kris Janssen
Antwerp - Belgium
December 11, 2011
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