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 What would the United States like to see happen in Syria?  When asked with regard to 

the Arab Spring as a whole, it is not clear that democratization is always the answer.  In places 

such as Bahrain, for example, considerations of control over the region's energy resources, 

proximity to certain other regional actors, and demographics may generate a much greater 

attachment to the authoritarian status quo.  In Syria, however, most such calculations suggest 

that a transition to a more representative political system would generally redound in favor of 

American interests.  To the broader desideratum of aligning the United States with what 

appears to be the prevailing side in the contemporary democratic upheaval throughout the 

Muslim world – and thereby countering its most potent remaining alternative, embodied in 

movements such as al-Qa`ida – are added a number of considerations more specific to Syria: 

the current Ba`thist regime there is closely allied with the main challengers to US influence in 

the region (Iran, Russia); it is opposed by important US allies (Turkey, Saudi Arabia); and it has 

pursued policies inimical to US interests in critical regional arenas such as Iraq, Lebanon, and 

Palestine.  Small wonder, then, that despite some initial trepidation about upsetting the regional 

status quo, the United States has come around to calling for immediate and radical regime 

change in Syria. 

 It is not the first time the United States has arrived at such a conclusion.  After Britain's 

announcement in February 1947 that it could no longer single-handedly shoulder the burden of 

resisting Soviet encroachments in the Near East, and after the declaration of the Truman 

Doctrine a month later announcing the readiness of the United States to step into the resulting 

vacuum, Washington surveyed the region in search of opportunities for consolidating and 

expanding its influence.  It quickly became clear that putting into place a political framework 
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both robust and appealing enough to counter the Communist challenge would require, as Miles 

Copeland, a young intelligence operative at the time, later put it, bringing "about changes in the 

leaders of certain Middle Eastern countries."  The only question was: "Where to try it?"1  Turkey 

was already embarking on its own democratic experiment, and Iran remained firmly within 

Britain's sphere of influence, so attention focused on the Arab world.  Copeland quotes the 

lecturer of an orientation course for US diplomats and intelligence operatives at the time: "If 

there is a part of the world which is crying out for the democratic process the Arab world is it."2  

Iraq quickly emerged as "the first possibility" but was rejected because, once again, it fell too 

tightly under British control; Saudi Arabia, with its vast oil resources, was deemed not "ready for 

democracy"; "Lebanon, Jordan and Egypt were dropped for other reasons.  By elimination, 

Syria was left."3 

 The American initiative consisted of trying to ensure that Syria's July 1947 parliamentary 

elections, the first since independence a year before, would be, as an American diplomat in 

Damascus put it, "as American as apple pie."  The US Legation exerted pressure on local 

officials to prevent irregularities; posters urging people to vote (without mentioning specific 

candidates by name) were put up; service taxis were hired to drive people to vote free of 

charge; US-style automatic voting machines were imported; and monitors took up positions at 

polling stations across the land.  And yet: "To say that the elections did not come up to our 

expectations would be an understatement."4  Disappointed both by the process and the 

outcome, the Americans concluded that democracy may need to be preceded by a "short period 

of dictatorship" that would "give responsible elements in the society a fair chance" to organize 

                                                
1 Miles Copeland, The Game of Nations: The Amorality of Power Politics (London: Weidenfeld and 
Nicolson, 1969), pp. 34, 36. 
 
2 Ibid., p. 35. 
 
3 Ibid., p. 36. 
 
4 Ibid., pp. 37-38. 
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themselves against "political opportunists" backed by "covert Soviet support."5  That conclusion 

led to Husni Za`im's US-sponsored military coup in March 1949, and more generally to the now-

familiar pattern of American support for authoritarian Arab regimes. 

 If the rationale for supporting democratic change is at least as compelling today – in light 

of the perceived threat posed to US interests by militant revolutionary Islamism – and if regional 

and global dynamics appear to be more conducive to such change than was the case 65 years 

ago, what would a post-Ba`thist political order in Syria look like?  It seems likely that the 

transition process, currently underway, will be prolonged and violent.  It seems likely also that 

the state will survive intact.  Syria can therefore be expected in the end to get to a point where 

relatively free representative elections can be held.  Some indication of what will happen then 

can already be gleaned from the experiences of neighboring states, where Islamist parties have 

dominated the most recent such elections: 

 
             Country          Combined Islamist Vote (%) 

   Palestine (2006)         44  

   Iraq (2010)          48 

   Turkey (2011)          52 

   Tunisia (2011)          37 

   Egypt (2011-2012)         69 

 
There is no reason to believe that Syria will buck this trend.  The critical questions from 

the perspective of the United States, therefore, are whether an Islamist government in Syria will 

remain committed to democracy domestically, and whether it will pursue policies congruent with 

US interests regionally.  The Syrian Muslim Brotherhood, like its counterparts in the elections 

outlined above, insists that it is fully committed to democratic governance, and this is a position 

it has held for several years now: on 4 April 2005, it issued a public call for the legalization of 

political parties, the holding of free and fair parliamentary elections, and the drafting of a new 

                                                
5 Ibid., pp. 43, 42, 41. 
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constitution "to deal with the needs of the moment and usher in a democratic republic."6  More 

generally, there are strong indications that the mainstream Islamist parties – first in Turkey, and 

then in the Arab world – have indeed undergone a consequential normative transformation that 

has led them to accept the legitimacy of political diversity and pluralism; to affirm the people as 

the source of political authority; and to embrace democratic mechanisms such as parties and 

regular elections.7  In a parallel fashion, all of the leading Islamist parties have adopted 

pragmatic foreign policy positions as well.  In Egypt, for example, not only the Muslim 

Brotherhood (whose party won the 2011-2012 elections) but also the Salafi Nour Party (which 

came in second with 28% of the vote) have affirmed their commitments to the peace treaty with 

Israel.  Still, it is far too early to draw definitive conclusions. 

 In terms of Syrian-Israeli relations, it is possible to foresee two sets of challenges arising 

for the United States.  Initially, to be sure, one can expect Syria's mainstream Islamists to adopt 

the same prudent stance as their Egyptian counterparts, and for the same reasons: in order to 

be able to focus on domestic consolidation; in order to avoid crises with the United States and 

other concerned powers on whose political and economic goodwill they are likely to depend; 

and above all in order to avoid a certain military defeat at the hands of Israel that can only 

undermine them vis-à-vis their more militant Islamist rivals.  At the same time, however, the very 

fragility of any representative new regime in Syria – as indeed in Egypt and the other Arab 

states in transition – particularly in the event that several political actors emerge to vie for 

dominance, means that there will be an electoral incentive to play the populist anti-Israel card.  

This phenomenon of political rivals trying to outbid each other demagogically (muzayada in 

Arabic) on the Israel-Palestine question, was a hallmark of Syrian politics during the 1950s and 

                                                
6 Lucy Ashton, "Syria's Retreat from Lebanon Emboldens Islamist Opposition", Financial Times, 6 May 
2005. 
 
7 Malik Mufti, "The Many-Colored Cloak: Evolving Conceptions of Democracy in Islamic Political 
Thought", American Journal of Islamic Social Sciences, vol. 27, no. 2 (Spring 2010): 1-27. 
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1960s, prior to the imposition of Ba`thist one-party rule, and often led the country into military 

adventures with dire results.  The recurrence of such a dynamic cannot be ruled out, so the 

pressure on the United States to prevent hostile elements from playing this reliable trump card 

is likely to intensify. 

 The second set of challenges for the United States in this regard would consequently 

originate in Israel.  There, the forces hoping to avoid making territorial concessions either to the 

Syrians or the Palestinians – forces currently in power under the leadership of Benjamin 

Netanyahu – view the wave of revolutions sweeping the Arab world with considerable concern.  

They calculate, correctly, that unlike their authoritarian predecessors, more representative Arab 

governments are likely to be driven by popular sentiment to pursue less accommodating policies 

toward Israel.  They also calculate that the United States, seeking to bolster such governments, 

and more generally to win hearts and minds in a Muslim world in upheaval, is likely to respond 

by pushing for a comprehensive peace settlement, necessarily entailing Israeli territorial 

withdrawals, as well.  That is why these Israeli forces prefer to see Arab regimes such as the 

one in Syria – regimes that can be treated as pariahs to whom no concession need be made, 

but that also pose no real threat to the current status quo favoring Israel – remain in power.8  

Prime Minister Netanyahu expressed this preference in a speech to the Knesset on 24 

November 2011, when he accused President Obama and other Western leaders of being 

"naive" for not understanding that the revolutionary wave was moving the Arab world "not 

forward, but backward."9  More recently, Israel's leaders have come to the conclusion that the 

Ba`thist regime in Syria will not survive, and have therefore joined the bandwagon calling for its 

rapid demise.  The logic outlined above, however, indicates that their preference remains for a 

                                                
8 For one articulation of this Israeli view, see Barry Rubin's The Truth About Syria (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2007), which argues both that Syria's Ba`thist regime "must be denied assets, isolated, and its 
endeavors must be frustrated" (p. 259)  and that regime change "will not work" (p. 260). 
 
9 Quoted in Barak Ravid, "Netanyahu: Arab Spring Pushing Mideast Backward, Not Forward", 
Haaretz.com, 24 November 2011. 
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more palatable authoritarian replacement.  In the event of a transition to more representative 

populist rule in Syria, therefore, the United States will not only be impelled to broker an 

agreement leading to the return of the Golan Heights to Syria, as well as to the accommodation 

of Palestinian national aspirations, it will also have to confront an Israeli leadership – and its 

American allies – who will resist such a move. 

 In terms of domestic Syrian politics, all of this means that American interests depend on 

as rapid and smooth a transition as possible, both in order to minimize dangerous muzayada in 

Syria, and in order to strengthen the hands of more pro-peace political forces in Israel.  But how 

to bring about such an outcome?  One notion that has received much attention is the so-called 

Turkish model, in which a previously illiberal Islamist movement is progressively socialized into 

democratic norms and practices until it is transformed into a more genuinely liberal force.  

Although, as has already been suggested, there is significant evidence in support of this 

narrative, it is still necessary to look closer at how the Turkish dynamic unfolded in order to 

ascertain the extent to which it can be replicated in Syria. 

 In Turkey the story began with the rise of secular nationalism, in the form of Kemalism, 

as a response to Western pressures on the country's sovereignty following in World War I.  As 

leaders of a successful war of independence against the Western powers that mobilized the 

mass of the population and exacted greats sacrifices from them, the Kemalists emerged with 

extraordinary popular legitimacy.  A combination of other fortuitous circumstances – including 

the initial lack of a strong indigenous commercial class to challenge the hegemony of the 

Kemalist elites, and the relative absence of foreign interference due to the political exhaustion 

and economic depression of the interwar years – gave the new leadership still greater latitude to 

pursue their radically modernizing reforms at home.  Partly as a result of the self-confidence 

they consequently enjoyed, the Kemalists proved willing (though not without some sharp 

internal debate) to respond to new pressures at home and abroad by sanctioning a transition to 

multi-party elections after World War II, in the full expectation that their legitimacy and credibility 
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would carry them to continued electoral success.  As political scientists have noted, however, 

such expectations are rarely realized, and the first multi-party elections often result in a loss for 

the previously governing authoritarian regime.10  This was the case in Turkey in 1950, and ever 

since then the defining feature of political life there has been the tension between secular-

nationalist Kemalists – represented by the Republican People's Party and entrenched in key 

state bureaucracies such as the military and judiciary – on the one hand; and elected politicians 

who necessarily reflect popular attitudes, who are therefore more willing to approach political 

questions from an Islamic perspective, and who consequently have come to dominate the 

electoral process, on the other. 

 Despite occasional setbacks (such as the four military coups and pronunciamientos of 

1960, 1971, 1980 and 1997), this tension has not derailed Turkish democracy.  On the contrary, 

it constitutes the very explanation for Turkey's relative political success.  The Islamic populist 

majority has been balanced by a Kemalist establishment that has maintained a smaller but still 

formidable constituency of its own, reflected for example in public opinion polls showing high 

levels of respect and trust toward the armed forces, and in election results yielding a fairly 

consistent secular nationalist vote of about 30%.  This has had two significant effects on 

Turkey's Islamists.  First, they have been moderated by the certain knowledge that a formidable 

counterforce exists which will not countenance revolutionary challenges to the republican 

regime; a knowledge that has served to suppress hardliners and to allow more pragmatic 

elements to rise to leadership positions.  Second, the realization by Islamists that there is no 

realistic prospect of pushing a revolutionary agenda past the entrenched Kemalist elites has left 

them no avenue for the propagation of their values and the pursuit of their ambitions but the 

democratic one.  Hence the Islamist demands already in the 1970s – before the turn to 

democratic and liberal values had really taken hold, but nevertheless preparing the normative 

                                                
10 See Samuel Huntington's discussion of "stunning elections" in The Third Wave: Democratization in the 
Late Twentieth Century (Norman: University of  Oklahoma Press, 1991), pp. 174-192. 



 

 

8 

8 

grounding for that turn – for populist measures designed to shift power away from the elites and 

toward the masses, including an elected presidency, abolition of the Senate, referenda on all 

major issues, and a jury system for criminal cases. 

 At the same time, confronting an Islamist movement that has perforce been attentive to 

the red lines of the republican regime, the Kemalist elites for their part have also undergone the 

moderating effects of an increasingly democratic normative environment.  All of the previous 

military coups and pronunciamientos, for example, ultimately reflected the corporate ethos and 

mission of a professional and disciplined institution more than the personal ambitions of 

individual officers.  That is why they all ended up in a relatively rapid and smooth restoration of 

civilian rule once the perceived deviations threatening the republican order were thought to have 

been corrected.  A similar corporate orientation can be seen in the other institutional elements of 

the Kemalist regime, most notably the judiciary.  As time passed, moreover, and democratic 

norms became increasingly consolidated, the Kemalist elites have proven more willing to 

suppress and purge their own hardliners as well – a willingness that appears to be part of the 

rationale driving the current "Ergenekon" investigations into anti-democratic elements within 

Turkey's "deep state."  All in all, then, the secret of the Turkish model lies in this creative tension 

or balance between the secular-nationalist state elites and the generally Islamist populists – a 

dynamic I have elsewhere described as "a tempestuous tango of engagement and opposition" 

that, with all its flows forward and back, has produced the vector outcome of moving Turkey 

gradually in a democratic direction.11 

 The question is the extent to which a similar dynamic can be set in motion in Syria.  

There are important differences.  Although in Syria as well the confrontation with Western 

colonial powers generated a secular-nationalist response – culminating in the rise of the Ba`th 

Party in the 1960s – there the new regime did not attain hegemony by leading a mass 

                                                
11 Malik Mufti, Daring and Caution in Turkish Strategic Culture: Republic at Sea (London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2009), pp. 173-174. 
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mobilizing, and hence legitimizing, war of independence.  Instead, the Ba`thists came to power 

through political intrigues and military coups that always bypassed the masses and in many 

cases were carried out in collaboration with foreign actors.  Moreover, Syria did not have the 

benefit of the prolonged isolation Turkey enjoyed between the two world wars.  Instead, 

extended foreign domination during the mandates, the prevalence of pan-Arab sentiments that 

undermined inward-looking development strategies and rendered the state vulnerable to 

interference by its Arab neighbors, and the emerging Zionist challenge in Palestine all deprived 

Syria's leaders of a breathing space to consolidate their political and ideological hegemony.  

Even had a Ba`thist leader with the stature and vision of Atatürk emerged, therefore, he would 

have found it much more difficult to rally domestic support, to construct effective state 

institutions, and to confidently set in motion political processes that could ultimately transcend 

one-party rule. 

As a result Ba`thism emerged as a much weaker force than Kemalism, at once less 

effective and more repressive.  Less effective not least because it could not confront societal 

challenges with the same authority.  Hence its unreadiness to suppress heterogeneous ethnic 

and linguistic identities altogether – Kurdish language, for example, was never banned outright 

in Syria as it was Turkey.12  And hence also, in exactly analogous fashion, the unreadiness to 

embrace secularism as decisively as did the Kemalists.  But at the same time more repressive 

for precisely the same reasons: when confronted with a direct political threat, the Ba`thists have 

found themselves on a lower threshold of authority and therefore with less room to maneuver or 

compromise.  That is why whenever they feel seriously threatened, as in 1982 or today, they 

react with extreme force.  In short, whereas Turkey's Kemalists had the confidence to transit 

relatively smoothly into a democratic order, Syria's Ba`thists – confronting a society that after 

                                                
12 Although one Syrian Ba`th Party report in the 1960s did describe Kurds as "violent-natured mountain 
dwellers with no civilization or language and not belonging to any ethnic group."  See Haval Yusef, 
"Kurdish Bidoun in Syria" Tharwa Project, 9 August 2004 (http://www.tharwaproject.com). 
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years of authoritarianism is both stronger relative to the state, and much more alienated – have 

led their country to a violent, and therefore radicalizing, transition. 

 As painful and uncertain as this transition is likely to be, however, the prospects for the 

post-Ba`thist disposition are not altogether bleak.  Most elementally, the demographic grounding 

for a secular-nationalist counterforce exists in Syria.  Adding up the roughly 10% of the total 

population comprised by Christians, the 15% other non-Sunni Arabs (mostly `Alawis), and the 

10% non-Arab Muslims (mostly Kurds), one arrives at a constituency of approximately 35% of 

the population which – consisting of minorities of one kind or another – is likely to prefer a 

political order built on equal citizenship rather than any majoritarian confessional or ethnic basis.  

This constituency is almost exactly the size of the reliably secularist constituency in Turkey 

(which is likewise especially strong in that country's Alevi and Kurdish communities).  And even 

though regime change is sure to bring in its wake more equal demographic representation in the 

state bureaucracies, moreover, the current preponderance of minorities in some institutions – 

including above all the regular armed forces – adds to their potential for serving as effective 

centers of a more "Kemalist" orientation. 

 In terms of influencing the post-Ba`thist disposition, accordingly, a number of fairly 

evident considerations suggest themselves to the United States.  First, while recognizing the 

limitations of American power in this regard, there is a premium on helping effect as rapid a 

transition as possible.  The longer the unfolding civil war drags on, the more sectarian and 

ethnic cleavages will harden and the more difficult a return to stability will become.  Second, 

keeping in mind that a stable new order will need to involve all the main contending forces, the 

United States will want to maintain working lines of communication across the Syrian political 

spectrum, from the Muslim Brotherhood to the `Alawi elites.  Third, both during and after the 

transition, the United States should strive energetically to create the most benign possible 

external environment for Syria.  In addition to coordinating with key allies such as Turkey, this 

has to include brokering a peace agreement with Israel after the transition that returns the Golan 
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Heights to Syrian sovereignty as quickly as possible, in order to bolster the democratizing forces 

and deprive their enemies of a potent trump card. 

 Finally, Syria's best hope for democratization in the long run may well rest on the 

creation of the same kind of balance between secular-nationalist statists and Islamist populists 

that has held sway in Turkey.  Here the United States can help in several ways, beyond 

encouraging the Muslim Brotherhood and other political actors to participate in the electoral 

process.  It can provide technical assistance to transform state institutions such as the armed 

forces and the judiciary into truly professional, corporate entities – for example by adopting 

training, promotion and retirement protocols along the lines of those that have proven so 

effective in the Turkish military.  Another significant factor in the success of the Turkish model 

was that country's integration into a NATO security architecture that provided Turkish officers 

with material and professional incentives for continued cooperation, while also helping to 

socialize them into democratic norms of civil-military relations.  Establishing an analogous 

security framework in the Middle East – again in close collaboration with Turkey – could have a 

similar positive effect on the political development of Syria as well as of other transitioning Arab 

states. 

 If as a result of such measures a Turkish-style dynamic can be set in motion in Syria, 

with secular-nationalists and Islamists balancing and moderating each other in a gradually 

democratizing context, the United States may finally realize its 65-year old ambition of helping to 

transform the politics of that country. 

 

 


