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During the Cold War period, the Middle East remained a region

of contention between the United States and the Soviet Union

because of its rich nqtural energy reserves and strategic

location linking three continents: Asia, Africa and Europe.

The two superpowers worked to establish their influence in

the region and forged alliances with countries sharing their

objectives. The US allied with and supported the oil-rich
Persian Gulf monarchies and Egypt, opposing Soviet

involvement and expansionist policies. The Soviet Union

supported and allied with Iraq and Syria, challenging US

expansionist policies in the region. Both imperial powers had

little regard for the welfare and prosperity of the people and

turned a btind eye to the mistreatment and suppression of
democratic rights by their respective clientele stetes.

After the demise of the Soviet imperial state, the United States worked

to further its influence in the Middle East by promoting the Western

democratic system and its political culture, and doing so necessitated

the removal of the Arab rulers who continued to challenge its policies.

The US regarded Iraq and Syria as pariah states, condemned their

leadership for supporting terrorism and violating human rights and

supported pro-Western opposition groups in their fight for regime change

in these countries.

The US maintained its domination of the region by co-opting and

integrating core pillars of traditional social order - feudal, tribal and

clerical leaders - and installing tyrant leaders (military and civilian)

who remained submissive to its policies while liberals, democrats,

nationalists and progressive social forces fighting for societal justice

were brutally suppressed. The US exploited political and personal
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differences among Arab leaders, including the ruling Arab Baath Party of
Iraq and Syria, and played one against the other to weaken their resolves

in opposing its influence in the region. When the situation necessitated

direct intervention, the US justified their actions on the pretext of fighting
terrorism.

The US intensified its efforts for regime change after the attack
on the World Trade Center building in New York and the Pentagon on I I
September 2001 by Islamic extremists - toppling tyrant rulers who were

no longer useful to its strategic interest and installing leaders who

remained subservient to its policies. The war for a regime change started

with the US invasion of Afghanistan in October 2001 followed by the

invasion of Iraq in 2003. Although Saddam Hussain of Iraq remained

subservient to US policies, the US viewed him as an unreliable ally who
continued to portray himself as the voice of Arab nationalism. The US

accused Baghdad of harbouring terrorists and developing weapons of
mass destruction. The US invasion led to the dismantling of the ruling
Baath Party and the Baathist army and the privatisation of state-run

economic structures. In addition, many Baath Party members were purged

from the state and many Sunnis, who had played a predominant role in
the state since the creation of lraq as a nation state by the British in
l92l,were baned from the power structure. The US facilitated the return
of pro-US exiled elites to Iraq to form a government. However, the

situation did not work according to the wishes of US policymakers. The
group lacked the popular support and organisation necessary for the job,
and opposition by former Baathist and Sunni extremists forced the US to
turn to the several contending Shia politico-religious parties with close
ties to lran and the Kurdish leadership as well as a few Sunnis to form
a government - a policy that resulted in the replacement of the secular

Baathi state that kept ethno-sectarian tensions in check with a regime
dominated by Shias yet remained subordinated to the US.

DIALECTICS OF OPPRESSION AND OPPOSITION

Globalisation and privatisation

East. They uprooted traditional

8

contributed to the crisis in the Middle
way of life and drove the dispossessed
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into the urban slums and ghettos, generating social discontent - a factor

that allowed anti-systemic opposition groups to exploit public grievances

to advance their own agendas - regime change. While Western oil and

gas companies make fortunes by exploiting rich resources there, people

of the region remain impoverished and endure miseries, and Western-

style democracies imposed on them did not bring positive changes to

their lives. Arabs are deprived of basic necessities of life while their

kleptocratic rulers, such as Hosni Mubarak of Egypt, Zine al-Abidine

Ben Ali of Tunisia, Muammar Qaddafi of Libya and others built a life of

luxury for themselves. While people in Morocco struggle to eke out a

living, King Mohammed VI remains indifferent to their plight and indulges

in pleasure seeking. One such hobby includes his fascination with expensive

cars - a three-storey building of marble and glass in Rabat, the capital

city, is the place where he keeps hundreds of cars, including his favourite

Ferrari and Aston Martin and 'when Aston Martin needed servicing

Muhammed ordered the air force to fly it to London in a cargo plane

though there are plenty of able mechanics in his own country.'r

The general perception among these people is that they are

subjected to degradation and dehumanisation in their own countries, and

they despise autocratic rulers for depriving them of their basic rights

and freedom to decide their own destinies. The middle class believes

that it is marginalised in the political process, and radicals of secular

and religious backgrounds accuse the leadership of working to serve

imperial powers to carry their support and favour rather than serving

their own people. At the forefront of these uprisings are young people,

whose aspirations for democracy and equality are not fulfilled and demands

for reform are ignored.

Public discontent and opposition to the status quo came to the fore

in early 2011, when people uprising led to leadership changes in Tunisia,

Egypt, Libya and Yemen and inspired people in other parts of the Arab

world and the Middle East to fight for sociopolitical reform, freedom and

democracy.2 People cheered when the uS called upon political leaders in

these countries to refrain from resorting to violence against their people.

However, soon the situation changed and people lost faith in the US for
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not keeping its promises of supporting the movement for democracy. For
example, the US backed the military junta general Abdel Fattah al-Sisi after
he overthrew a year-old elected government of Mohamed Morsi of the

Muslim Brotherhood (MB) in June 2013 (al-Sisi was elected president in
June 2014 while the vast majority of Egyptians boycotted the presidential

election). In Afghanistan, the run-off presidential election in June 2014

was marred with vote rigging, and after Abdullah Abdullah threatened to
form a parallel government in the north, the US intervened and its policy
of 'people vote but we decide' led to an agreement on the formation of
a unity government between the winner and loser candidates.

In lraq, the government of Nouri al-Maliki (2006-2014) worked to
consolidate shia authority and in doing so further marginalised the sunni
minority, paving the road for escalating sectarian clashes between Shias

and Sunnis soon after US troops left the country in December 2011.

Baghdad accused the Sunni Arab vice president Tariq al-Hashim of having
ties to terrorist groups and tried him in absentia, sentencing him to death.

Disenchanted Sunnis regard al-Maliki as a 'Shia version of Saddam', and

Sunni militants fight Baghdad, trying to reassert Sunni domination of the

country; however, ideological and political differences among Sunni militants
did not prove advantageous in the fight against Baghdad - a situation
that led to the emergence of a new militant group known by its Arabic
acronym, Daish, and now referred to as the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria
(ISIS) in April 2013 under the command of Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi. The

ISIS's radical vision rests on the notion of re-establishing the caliphate
system of the seventh and eighth centuries, extending from the
Mediterranean coast of Syria to lraq. In June 2014, the ISIS launched

offensives on Mosul, the second-largest city, ovemrnning government

soldiers, who instead of fighting abandoned their posts and threw away

their uniforms. As the ISIS captured more areas, executed captives en
masse and coerced non-Muslim minority communities to convert to Islam
or face retaliation, the Sunni Arabs welcomed the ISIS as liberators. Since

then, the ISIS has extended its control to north and west [raq, as well as

controlling Iraqi border regions with Syria and Jordan and advancing
toward Baghdad.
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Deep political differences among lraq's ruling parties made it difficult

to reach a consensus on how to effectively deal with the ISIS. This failure

on the part of Baghdad to effectively fight the ISIS and stop its military

advances caused senior Shia cleric Grand Ayatollah Ali Sistani to issue a

call on all young men to arm themselves and fight the ISIS. The statement

by Sistani was made at a time that the US also declared that it supports

Baghdad, by considering a range of options, including sending military

advisers, shipping military hardware and launching airstrikes on militant

positions. Interferences by the Shia- and Sunni-dominated countries of

Iran and Saudi Arabia further complicate the situation as they are directly

involved in instigating the conflict in order to defend and protect their

own vested interests - Iran supports the Shia-led government of al-Maliki,

the Shia party of Hizbullah in Lebanon and the Baath Party leader Bashar

al-Assad of Syria, while Saudi Arabia and other rich Sunni gulf states

support the Sunni extremist organisations, including the ISIS. Although

public disenchantment is growing with al-Maliki's leadership, during the

parliamentary election in late April 2014, his party captured more seats (92

out of 328 seats) than any political rival.3 By political agreement, the

speaker of the parliament is a Sunni, the prime minister a Shia and the

president a Kurd. Al-Maliki was under domestic and international pressure

to not seek a third four-year term in office, and when the parliament failed

to agree on the nomination of a candidate as prime minister, on 10 August,

President Fouad Massoum named Haider al-Abadi prime minister to form

a new government. Al-Maliki regarded this action by Massoum as a coup

and said he would file a legal complaint against him and his loyalists, and

militias staged a protest rally in his support.

The leadership in Baghdad neither succeeded in resolving differences

among three political groups (Sunni Arabs, Shias and Kurds) nor succeeded

in crushing ISIS militants. Rapid military advance by the ISIS caused the

US to take action, and on 7 August, Barack Obama authorised targeted

airstrikes on ISIS positions and air-dropping of humanitarian aid to the

displaced families, which sought shelters in the mountains in the northern

regions. Growing sectarian conflict in Iraq, no doubt, will have a spillover

effect and fuel greater sectarian conflicts around the region and will

fracture national boundaries and political structures that existed since

AAKROSH. April 2015. Volume 18. Number 67 1 1

ACKU



HAFIZULLAH EMADI

World War I. Public perception of the US role in mitigating conflict in the

Middle East remains poor; and continued US policy of cossetting the

Jewish state and demonising the Palestinians fighting for their rights to
statehood, the removal of blockade of Gaza by Israel and subsequent

Israeli military assault on Gaza in July 2014 further eroded its standing

among the Arabs and the Muslims.a

CLAWING BACK THE SPHINX OF DAMASCUS

The ongoing struggle in Syria is a vivid manifestation of deep social,
economic and political discontent with the ruling Baath Party dominated
by the Alawis since General Hafrz al-Assad seized power in a coup in
1970. The Alawis, a mystical sect based on Shia Islam, are a minority
Muslim community comprising about l2Vo of the total population of
Syria. Prior to establishing their domination on Syrian politics, the Alawis
were persecuted by the Sunni majority, who regarded them as apostate

and non-Muslim. Factors that led the Alawis to political domination of
Syrian politics included a willingness on the part of many to join the

army during the French Mandate while the majority Sunnis rejected any

cooperation with the French and did not wish to be recruited into the

military under the command of the French colonial power. Furthermore,
the French resorted to the policy of divide and conquer and involved the

minority Alawis in the military, believing that they would be loyal to
them. The Alawis were poor and lived mainly in the countryside as peasant

farmers. They viewed military service as an opportunity to experience a

different lifestyle, and most students who completed their primary and

secondary schooling joined the army. After gaining senior positions, they

in turn encouraged relatives and tribal fellows to join the military.s
In the political arena, the Alawis were inclined towards supporting

secular national political parties because their political platforms were

more appealing to them than those of religious-oriented parties. Two
major political groups that appealed to the Alawis were the National
Social Party and the Baath Party, and with the elimination of the former,
the latter was the only alternative for the Alawis aspiring for political
power. Although Syria under the Baath Party formed a union with Egypt
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in 1958-1961, the Alawis were not happy with the union under the leadership

of the majority Sunni Muslim Arabs. The dissolution of the Baath Party

by charismatic Egyptian leader Jamal Abdul Nasir also overshadowed the

Syrian leaders. The break with Egypt proved advantageous to the Alawis,

and the coup in 1963 that brought the Baath Party to power helped the

Alawis to further consolidate their position and maintain control of the

government.6

The Alawis under Hafiz al-Assad ruled the country with an iron

fist, causing widespread public disenchantment with the regime and paving

the road for several armed clashes with the Muslim Brotherhood (MB)

in the 1980s. The MB regards the Alawis as non-Muslim and was determined

to fight for the implementation of Islamic Sharia law. In February 1982,

the MB launched the Hama Uprising to overthrow the regime, but

Damascus violently suppressed a three-week-long uprising, killing an

estimated 20,000 people.T Despite such brutal suppression, the MB vowed

to continue its struggle for change, bombing government positions in

several parts in Syria in 1986 and remaining a thorn on the side of the

ruling Alawis.

After Hafiz al-Assad's death in June 2000, the ruling party supported

his son Bashar al-Assad as head of the party to lead the country. Bashar

al-Assad studied in Britain, speaks English and married Asma, an educated

British-born Sunni Muslim woman. He tried to repair the damage done

under the brutal policies of his father by trying to depict himself as a

reformer with the hope to realign the state and the civil society. He

initiated some measure of reforms, which included allowing social,

political and cultural groups and civic organisations whose activities did

not pose a threat to the status quo to operate in Syria. These cosmetic

reforms were regarded as the beginning of a new era in Syria, dubbed as

the 'Damascus Spring', leading to the emergence of several political and

cultural forums as reformists debated social and political issues. Syria's

warming relations with the West and its efforts to improve economic

and trade relations with the West further added to the aura of the Damascus

Spring. To project Syria's image abroad as a peace-loving nation, the

leadership conveniently condemned the terrorist attacks on the US on l1
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September 2001 and declared its willingness to cooperate with the US in
sharing intelligence information on terrorists.

Bashar al-Assad relies heavily on immediate family members and

clans for sustenance of his rule. His younger brother Maher al-Assad is

in charge of the army's elite core, the Republican Guard. His brother-in-
law Assef Shawkat was deputy minister of defence until he was killed in
a bombing in Damascus in July 2O12, and his inner circle includes Ali
Mamluk, director of the National Security Bureau, and others who hold
key positions in the bureaucracy.t Bashar al-Assad has amassed enorrnous

wealth, and his fortune is reported to be around $1.5 billion, stashed in
bank accounts in Russia, Hong Kong and other offshore tax havens.e

Cosmetic reforms did not please the opposition demanding greater and

far-reaching reforms, and their agitation for reform grew stronger after
mass uprising in Tunisia and Egypt toppled their two lifelong dictators
from power. When the US provided aid to the Libyan opposition in their
battle to oust Qaddafi, the Syrian opposition gained momentum, pressing

on with their demands for reform.

In January 2011, there were spontaneous mass demonstrations
against the regime. Rank and file protesters included students, doctors,
lawyers and other professional groups. Bashar al-Assad's piecemeal offer
of reform on the one hand and his heavy-handed approach - threats,

intimidation and arrests of protestors - did not persuade the opposition

to give up their struggle. The uprising, which started with a simple demand

for reform, developed into a political movement - a struggle for
democracy - calling on Assad to resign as he had lost his legitimacy by
unleashing state terror in cracking down on the peaceful protestors. Bashar

al-Assad tried to regain popular support through a mixture of appeasement

and violence. For example, the regime lifted the emergency law in August
20ll but continued to crack down on anti-state activities, arresting and

torturing anyone suspected of aiding the opposition and condemning the

opposition as proxies of US imperialism. Despite these measures, the

uprisings continued and morphed into a full-fledged war on the regime.

Both sides of the conflict - the regime and the opposition - are guilty
of human rights violations. While the regime used lethal weaponry at its
disposal to bring the opposition into submission and shelled and bombed
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residential areas on the pretext that these were the hideouts of the

insurgents, the Syrian opposition also perpetrated terror, killing and

beheading those suspected of being government agents and executing

their captives without due process.

To win back public trust, Bashar al-Assad not only endorsed peace

negotiations with the opposition fighters but also announced a presidential

election, invited opposition groups to participate in the election and

declared his candidacy for a third term in office in a 3 June 2014 vote.

Syrian opposition groups regarded the election as a parody of democracy

as it was held in regime-held territories while a huge swath of territories

controlled by the rebel forces did not participate in the election. They

condemned pro-regime men for stuffing ballot boxes in favour of Bashar

al-Assad. The election commission declared Bashar al-Assad the winner

with 88.7Vo of the ll.6 million votes cast, while his two largely unknown

opponents, businessman Hasan al-Nouri and Maher al-Hajjar (a lawmaker)

gained 4Vo and 3Vo of the votes cast. The US also condemned the election

as a farce, maintaining that it was conducted in the midst of a civil war

with the anti-regime opposition either under-represented or unable to

participate. The Russian government not only sent observers to the election

but also stamped it with their seal of approval and promised reconstruction

aid to Syria.

Bashar al-Assad works strenuously to maintain his hold on power,

and to this end, he tries to divert the anti-regime armed struggle into

sectarian conflict, resorting to scare tactics on the part of the Alawis and

minority groups. Syria is home to a number of ethnic communities divided

on confessional lines. The Sunnis constitute roughly TOVo of the population,

with the remainder split into Alawis, Ithna Ashariyas, Ismailis, Druze,

Christians and a few others. The Sunni Arabs are the largest ethnic

community, and the rank and file members of the Syrian opposition are

mainly Sunnis, with token representation from other religious groups.

Islamic extremists of Sunni backgrounds who are part of the Syrian

opposition include Salafis, al-Qaeda, al-Nusra and others. The Kurds are

the largest ethnic'minority in Syria, with a long history of grievances

against the leadership, accusing Damascus of denying them their cultural

and political rights.
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Minority communities remain sceptical about the opposition political

platforms - calling for the establishment of an Islamic state guided by

Sharia law. Although the Syrian opposition tried to reach out to these

communities, they failed to win their support as these communities remain

apprehensive of Islamic extremists in the movement. Minority communities

also disdain the Sunni Arab states of Saudi Arabia and Qatar in providing

financial and political support to the Islamic extremists and fear that their

way of life and liberties would be lost if Islamic extremists topple the

Damascus regime. When several militant Islamic groups staged a protest

demonstration in response to the US designation of Al-Nusra as a terrorist

organisation, shouting, 'We all are Al-Nusra', the incident sent shivers up

the spines of ethno-religious minority communities fearing that a Syria

dominated by militant Islam would be a threat to their culture and tradition

and imposition of Sharia law as Islamic extremists interpret them would

curtail their rights and civil liberties. They are reluctant tojoin the opposition

en masse until the latter provide them concrete assurances that their way

of life and liberties would not be compromised if they came to power.

The Syrian opposition under pressure from Saudi Arabia, Qatar,

Turkey and the West united and formed the Syrian National Council (SNC)

and selected Ahmed Moaz al-Khatib as head. The SNC functions like a

government in exile and runs the Syrian Free Army, consisting of an

assortment of local vigilantes and defected army officers and soldiers.

The US and western European countries welcomed this development,

regarding the SNC inclusive enough to be recognised as a legitimate

representative of the Syrians, and provided it with financial and political

support to enable it to continue its crusade against Damascus. Since its

formation in September 2oll, the SNC has failed to devise alternative

political programs to appeal to a wide spectrum of the society, including

the disenchanted Alawis and forces loyal to the regime, to lay down their

arms and defect and ensure their safety. The SNC is refusing to negotiate

with the regime, lobbying Turkey, the Gulf States and the West for

financial and political support and calling upon the West to impose a no-

fly zone to shield fighters against the regime airpower.
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Although the people of Syria have a record of resisting imperial

domination of their land, fragmentation and weakness of revolutionary

movements fighting for liberation and societal justice provided

opportunities for Islamic fundamentalists backed by conservative Arab

states to present themselves as the harbingers of freedom and change.

Islamic extremists mobilise people displaced by the policies of

free market economy with the platform of returning to the pristine era

of Islam of the past, maintaining that only Islam will help them out of all

miseries inflicted upon Syria. They depict themselves as anti-imperialist

only to carve out a place for themselves within the imperial order, but

in reality, they have neither any real social, cultural, political and economic

agendas to improve the lives of the dispossessed nor any willingness to

dismantle the oppressive system and remnants of the system imperial

powers imposed upon the people.

Islamic extremists do not represent the interests of the Syrians

fighting for democracy and freedom, but they willingly exploit public

grievances as a means to achieve their own political whims - the

establishment of a political system where religious rules and strictures

govern every aspect of peoples' lives within the imperial-dominated

political arrangements. In countries where such a system is in place,

these forces wreaked havoc on the lives of the people. Citizens are

deprived of their fundamental rights - critical thinking and freedom of

expression. Women are subjected to degradation and male oppression,

and the platform of Islamic extremists - building an Islamic society -
reflect their disdain for cultural diversity and for those who disagree

with their narrow views. Afghanistan is a case in point, where

fundamentalists murder women for not maintaining hijab or seclusion,

daring to challenge men's authority or speaking to strangers and harass

non-Muslim communities of Hindu and Sikhs. It is only with changes in

the imperialist policy that Islamic extremists came into opposing the US

policies and claiming to be fighting for liberation of the country. Continued

US drone attacks on Afghanistan, Pakistan and Yemen claim the lives of

innocents and push people into the fold of Islamic fundamentalists, and

every attack on the US forces by Islamic extremists builds support for
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US war on terror. The two sides thus reinforce each other even

opposing and fighting one another.

The inability of Syrian opposition groups to topple the Syrian

dictator on the one hand and fractious differences among Islamic

fundamentalist groups on the other provided an opportunity for the ISIS

to enter the battle for regime change in Syria and beyond. ISIS fighters

supported by Sunnis and other Islamic groups captured a large swath of
territory in eastern Syria. While the ISIS fights to establish its dominance

over the opposition forces to Bashar al-Assad, most Islamic fundamentalist

groups either fled or pledged support to the call by ISIS leader Baghdadi

for the establishment of a caliphate system of governance. ISIS fighters

condemned Bashar al-Assad's self-coronation for another seven years in
power during the presidential election and vowed to continue to fight
until they overthrow the regime and establish a caliphate system in Syria.

As civil war rages in Syria, young men from western Europe return to

Syria and join the ISIS.

US POLITICS OF CHANGE IN SYRIA

Imperial powers arrogate themselves the right to intervene anywhere in

the world if they perceive their vital interests are threatened either by

rogue regimes or anti-systemic movements fighting for control of their
own resources. The Middle East has for long been an arena of contention

by imperial powers trying to defend their interests. The US provides

financial and political support to pliant Arab dictators who defend its

interests and utilises a rolling back policy against rulers who are no

longer useful to its strategic objectives, replacing them with individuals
who could effectively defend its interests. The US regards Syria as a
rogue state and a linchpin of influence for the Shia clerical leadership of
Iran in the Middle East and is determined to see a regime change in

Syria.

The US condemned Damascus for unleashing violence against its

people, demanding democracy, and called upon Bashar al-Assad to step
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down. When pro-regime mobs attacked US and French embassies in

Damascus, US secretary of state Hillary Clinton stated that Bashar al-

Assad 'is not indispensable and we have absolutely nothing invested in

him remaining in power.'r0 The US not only imposed sanctions -freezing
the assets of Syria's intelligence agency - but also bankrolled the anti-

Assad opposition, which included al-Qaeda and other extremists, to fight

and topple the regime. After it became known that al-Qaeda fighters are

part of the Syrian opposition, the US tried to save face and condemned

the al-Nusra Front, declaring it as a group with links to al-Qaeda. As

Damascus continued shelling and bombing the Syrian opposition, the

Arab League (members of the Arab League, such as Saudi Arabia and

Qatar, are known for their own human rights violation and repressive

rule) imposed a travel ban on senior Syrian officials, including Bashar

al-Assad, his wife Asma al-Assad, his brother Maher, senior aide Makhlouf

and a few others.

Although the US iemains steadfast in supporting the opposition to

topple the regime, it endorsed the United Nations' mediation effort for

a peaceful resolution to the conflict (former UN secretary general Kofi

Annan failed in his mission as a mediator and was replaced by Lakhdar

Brahimi, former UN peace envoy to Afghanistan). The US regional ally

Turkey sheltered Syrian refugees and fighters - an action that led to

deterioration of relations between the two countries to the extent that

the Turkish leader called on Bashar al-Assad to step down. Relations

between Damascus and Ankara further ebbed when in June 2012, the

Syrian air defence system fired on a Turkish jet for violating Syrian

airspace over the Mediterranean Sea.rr After Syrian rockets landed in the

Turkish village of Akcakale, killing five civilians in October 2012, the

US deployed Patriot missiles to Turkey to be placed alongside its border

with Syria, sent technical advisers to train Turkish officers in the use of

Patriot missiles and deployed warships on the Syrian coast. The US also

warned Damascus of the consequences of using chemical weapons on

opposition forces. US president Barack Obama stated that 'the use of

chemical weapons is and would be totally unacceptable. And if you make
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the tragic mistake of using these weapons, there will be consequences and

you will be held accountable.'r2 Although the US declared it will not

involve militarily in Syria as it did in Afghanistan, Iraq and Libya, it
supports opposition fighters for regime change - in an effort to claw

back the Sphinx of Damascus.

CONCLUSION

The three-year Syrian war claimed the lives of some 160,000 men, women

and children, which included the deaths of over 26,000 rebels and 37,000

Syrian soldiers; forced some 2.7 million people to seek refuge in the

neighbouring countries of Jordan, Lebanon and Turkey; caused internal

displacement of 6.5 million people and destroyed public institutions and

private homes.

When mass uprisings erupted in Syria, the United States called

upon the Syrian dictator to refrain from violence against peaceful

protestors demanding reform and when it evolved into a full-scale war,

the US provided financial and political support to the Syrian opposition

to topple the regime. The US characterised armed struggle by the Syrian

opposition in an effort to rid Syria of the dictator. However, its deft

characterisation of the situation and the fact that it bankrolled the

opposition are a hypocritical cry from reality.

The thirteenth-century Turkish populist philosopher Mullah
Nasruddin is a Zen teacher in the Muslim world, and anecdotes attributed

to him help people to think beyond conventional wisdom. One of his

anecdotes helps to comprehend the objective of US policy of supporting

the Syrian opposition. It reads as follows: Mullah Nasruddin and his wife

were asleep when a commotion and fighting broke out on a street late at

night. His wife woke him up and asked him to go out and find out what

was happening. Mullah Nasruddin got up and in a hurry, he wrapped a

blanket around him and went outside. While he was talking to people,

thieves seized his blanket and ran away. Mullah Nasruddin returned home

shivering with cold. His wife, with her eyes closed, asked him what the

commotion was about, and he replied that the whole charade was over his

blanket.
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Applying Mullah Nasruddin's anecdote to the conflict in Syria

unmasks the true objective of the US politics of regime change in Syria

- to seize control of Syria's natural resources and install a puppet leader

willing to defend imperial interests over the interest and welfare of the

people. Such a system - democracy imposed by imperial bayonets -
would not lead to democracy and freedom for the dispossessed but power

and influence for a small group of elite whose interests are intrinsically

tied to the West. No matter what nomenclature is used to describe the

post-Bashar al-Assad development, it does not change the situation of

the dispossessed who will continue to exist on the fringes of society.

If the opposition would be able to overthrow Bashar al-Assad and

seize power, it will not usher in a new era in Syria because the objective

of the war from its very inception is limited to toppling the dictator

from the leadership - a similar scenario that evolved in Afghanistan as

Islamic extremists backed by the US fought and toppled the Taliban.

Former warlords who committed crimes against humanity are involved in

the political structure, reinventing themselves as nationalists, patriots,

etc. These people abused their authority and position within and outside

the state and amassed fortunes by engaging in narcotics trafficking,

extortion of public funds, illegal seizure of public properties and

involvement in shady business activities.

The Syrian people need to learn from the experience of leadership

change in Arab countries of Tunisia, Egypt and Yemen, where dictators

have fallen but the status quo remains unchanged. Fundamental change

cannot come as a result of replacing one dictator with another who

conveniently reinvents his image and calls himself the servant of the

people. By initiating some cosmetic reforms, they try to retain the old

and oppressive system intact. Comprehensive transformation can only be

materialised if a people's uprising leads to reconfiguration of the

oppressive state machinery imposed upon the people with the support of

imperial powers. Fundamental change is possible if the new system of

governance and the leadership are accountable to the people, defend the

rights of each of the country's constituent ethno-religious, political,

social and cultural groups and treat women on an equal footing with men

while taking measures to facilitate gfassroots involvement in the future

decision-making necessary to rebuild their lives.
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