In terms of geography, Syria has about the same area as the state of North Dakota. The country's population, at around 22 to 23 million, is comparable to that of Texas. Despite this relatively diminutive size, Syria has more than its share of political, ethnic, and religious fault lines. For decades, these fractures were concealed beneath the surface by political repression, but they came to light with the outbreak of antigovernment protests in 2011, as part of the "Arab Spring" revolutionary movement sweeping Arab nations beginning in 2010. Syria's ruling Assad regime responded to the demonstrations with a full-scale military onslaught that, according to December 2011 estimates, has left more than 5,000 people dead. Given the spectrum of violence perpetrated by the Assads since the family's patriarch, Hafez, seized power by coup d'état in 1970, the recent death toll, though steep, is only a fraction of that incurred in earlier incidents. As of February 2012, the regime's bloodiest crime was the Hama massacre of February 1982, when the Syrian army killed between 10,000 and 40,000 people in response to unrest instigated by the Muslim Brotherhood.

The fractures in Syrian society are deep seated and longstanding. Some have troubled the region for centuries; others are of more recent vintage. During the colonial era between 1920 and 1946, when Syria was under French administration, a visiting British diplomat declared, "I haven't yet come across one spark of national feeling: it is all sects and hatreds and religions." Ethnically, Syria's population is only about 90 percent Arab; Kurds represent Syria's largest ethnic minority at around 9 percent of the population. The Kurds have an uncertain and unenviable status in the Syrian Arab Republic. Over the years, they have been subjected to widespread discrimination and, at times, even full-scale ethnic cleansing. There are also about 500,000 Palestinian refugees in Syria who are not entitled to Syrian citizenship and form something of a permanent underclass. Iraqi refugees are a presence as well; at the height of the insurgency against US and coalition forces in Iraq, an estimated one million Iraqis fled to Syria. But it is along religious lines that the most troublesome divisions in Syrian society emerge. The nation is about 74 percent Sunni Muslim, nearly 13 percent Alawite, 10 percent Christian, and 3 percent Druze. The Sunni population is centered in and around the capital of Damascus and the cities of Homs and Hama. The Druze are settled mostly in the south, around the so-called Jabal al-Druze ("Mountain of the Druze"), also known as Jabal al-Arab ("Mountain of the Arabs"). The Kurds and Christians are found mostly in the northern part of the country, which is dominated by the city of Aleppo. The Alawites are settled in western Syria, along the Lebanese border.

Generally speaking, Shia and Sunni Islam are the two major denominations of the Islamic faith, their divergence resulting from a dispute over the Prophet Muhammad's rightful successors that developed larger theological implications over the centuries. In Syria, the Sunni-Shia bifurcation further complicates Syrians' attempts to maintain positive relations despite their religious diversity. The Druze evolved from the Ismaili subgroup of Shia Islam and adopted elements from other faiths and philosophies to such an extent that most Muslims no longer count them as members of the Islamic community, or Ummah. How the Druze see the issue is not entirely clear. Druze doctrine is shrouded in secrecy, with only the most pious and devout initiated into the greater mysteries of the faith. Further, while Druze are required to speak the truth to one another, they are permitted to deceive non-Druze to protect both the faith and the faithful. Consequently, outsiders know next to nothing about their religion.

Slightly less opaque is the Alawite population to which the Assad family belongs. Like the Druze, the Alawites are a secretive offshoot of the Ismaili branch of Shia Islam, and like the Druze, their status as Muslims is a matter of some dispute within the Islamic community. In general, Shia are more likely to recognize Alawites as fellow Muslims while Sunnis are more inclined to view them as heretics. In terms of self-perception, the Alawites consider themselves Shia and Muslim. Certain tenets of the Alawite faith suggest Christian influence: Alawites believe in incarnation, or God/Allah assuming human form, and they celebrate certain Christian holidays. Alawites also have their own Trinity, made up of Ali, a relative of Muhammad, as well as his first convert and the first Imam in Shia Islam; the Prophet Muhammad; and Salman the Persian, a companion of the Prophet Muhammad. Alawites are thought to embrace a more casual approach to the study of the Koran and believe in a process of reincarnation. Much of Alawite doctrine is not precisely aligned with more orthodox interpretations of Islam, thus the heresy charge is a common one and has often influenced how the Alawites have been treated. When Syria was part of the Ottoman Empire, the Alawites were saddled with onerous tax burdens and, for much of recent history, occupied the lower rungs of the Syrian socioeconomic ladder. Under the French Mandate for Syria and the Lebanon, which lasted from 1920 to 1943, though French troops remained until Syrian independence in 1946, Alawites and other Syrian minorities were patronized by the colonizers, and Alawites were recruited into the ranks of the colonial military. Following Syrian independence in 1946, thanks to their training by the French, Alawites such as Hafez al-Assad rose to positions of prominence in the new country's armed forces. When Assad took power in 1970, the Alawites achieved significant influence and held onto it into the twenty-first century, retaining their clout throughout the reigns of Hafez and his son Bashar, who assumed the presidential mantle upon his father's death in 2000. It is hard to overstate what the Assads' ascent meant to Syria's sectarian hierarchy. As the Middle Eastern historian Daniel Pipes wrote in Greater Syria (1990) "An Alawi ruling Syria is like an untouchable becoming maharajah in India or a Jew becoming tsar in Russia--an unprecedented development shocking to the majority population which had monopolized power for so many centuries."

At 10 percent of the population, Syria's Christian community is the country's second largest minority after the Alawites. Even in the face of the Arab Spring uprising and its subsequent repression, Christians have remained one of the Assad regime's most loyal constituencies. This is due in part to years of patronage. Like the French, the Assads have favored minorities, Christians among them, at the expense of the Sunni majority. In addition, according to press reports, Syrian Christians--and Alawites--have expressed trepidation about what the fall of the Assads could mean for their communities. Since the end of the four-hundred-year Ottoman rule of Syria in 1918, Sunni Arabs have seen their influence in Syrian affairs diminish. To the French, they posed the biggest potential threat to colonial rule and were thus kept in a state of subjugation. In the postcolonial era after 1946, Sunni Arab political power in Syria has been directed into two distinct movements: political Islamism of the Muslim Brotherhood variety, and secular pan-Arab socialism. The latter ideology has been the most widely applied governing doctrine in Syria and the larger Arab world over the past sixty years, but it has largely failed to live up to its promises of seeking to unite Arab groups, promote women's emancipation, and free Arab nations from the constraints of colonialism.

Egyptian ruler Gamal Abdel Nasser was the face of pan-Arab socialism in Egypt's early postcolonial era. His initial achievements, while notable, did not bring about the Arab unity and prosperity he envisioned. A brief attempt to merge Syria and Egypt into one nation, the United Arab Republic (UAR), lasted a mere three years, from 1958 to 1961, and was ended by a coup in Syria. Nasser could not deliver in the Arab world's conflict with Israel, either. His brinkmanship led instead to humiliation and defeat in the Six-Day War of 1967, during which Syria lost the Golan Heights to Israel.

The indigenous Syrian model of pan-Arabism--the Baath Party, in power from 1947 to 1966--has been discredited as well, especially among Sunni Arabs. Following independence in 1946, the nation tried its luck with a democratic system but failed to overcome its numerous ethnic and religious divisions. A series of military coups followed. By the late 1950s, fearing a communist takeover, Syria's leaders were begging Nasser to annex their country. Describing his countrymen to Nasser, the frustrated Syrian president Shukri al-Quwatli reportedly observed, "Half claim the vocation of leader, a quarter believe they are prophets, and at least ten percent take themselves for gods." In Syria's first twenty-four years of independence, the national government changed hands twenty-one times, based on various machinations and coups. Eventually the Baath Party came to power in 1963, the same year Baathists seized control in neighboring Iraq. Due to internal dissent among Syria's Baathist rulers, long-term political stability was not achieved until Alawite Baathist politician Hafez al-Assad staged his coup in 1970.

Under the Assads, the Baath Party retained its central place in Syrian affairs. According to the Syrian Constitution promulgated in 1973, the Baath Party is "the leading party in the society and state." Founded in the 1940s by two Syrians--an Arab Christian and a Sunni Arab--the Baath Party, which translates to "renaissance" in Arabic, sought to subsume the various sectarian divisions within the Arab world (and the arbitrary borders imposed on it by European colonizers) by promoting Arab socialism. Instead, in both Iraq and Syria, Baathist regimes have tended to pursue sectarian agendas while paying lip-service to pan-Arab unity. Under the rule of Saddam Hussein in Iraq, especially, Baathist ideology supported a thuggish, genocidal, and expansionist regime intent on ensuring Sunni Arab dominance in a nation composed largely of Arab Shia. In Syria, the Assads have empowered the Alawites and other minorities at the expense of the majority, like the French rule of Syria; and like the Hussein regime in Iraq, they have safeguarded their power by constructing a police state.

Given the failure of pan-Arab politics, major opposition to the Assads throughout their rule has come from the Sunni Muslim Brotherhood. The Brotherhood rejected the secular nature of the Baath Party and dismissed the Assads as heretics due to their Alawite faith. An armed Islamist insurrection broke out in 1976. Six years later, Islamist resistance was crushed in the Hama massacre, in which Syrian military forces responded to the Muslim Brotherhood uprising in Hama by killing thousands of civilians. The ruthlessness displayed at Hama not only quelled the challenge to the regime, but also served as a warning to other potential opponents. At Hama, the Assads had declared that they would stop at nothing to hold onto political power. The show of brutality had the desired effect: no viable resistance to the Assads arose for nearly three decades.

By virtue of its longevity, the Assad regime has to be counted as one of the most enduring dictatorships in recent memory, especially considering Syria's underlying sectarian tensions. Moreover, during their reign, the Assads extended their power beyond Syria's borders, sending troops to Lebanon in 1976 and ruling the neighboring nation in all but name for well over a generation. In a tumultuous region, they have maintained and expanded their influence without the help of massive oil wealth or foreign aid. Consequently, barring intervention by the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), it may be safe to assume that the Assads will continue to crack down on Arab Spring protesters and will not relinquish power except by force of arms.

Islamist calls for a "day of rage" against the Bashar al-Assad regime in February 2011 did not result in particularly effective protests, partly because the Syrian government took stringent measures to quell rebel opposition. Syria is not like Tunisia, Libya, or Egypt, countries whose insurgents successfully ousted their rulers. Syria's population is not ethically or religiously homogeneous, and its demographic contours make it especially difficult to construct a unified opposition to the dictatorship. Thus the potential for a prolonged stalemate and a full-blown civil war is much more severe in Syria than other Arab Spring nations with a more unified oppositional front.

In November 2011, the Arab League voted to suspend Syria's membership after the Syrian government failed to reduce military attacks on activists. Although the League launched an official investigation into Syrian affairs in December 2011, the mission was put on hold in January 2012 because of unabated violence. Syria has not responded to Arab League requests that Assad step down from his role as president, although Assad has several times promised to initiate discussion with oppositional forces in the interest of peaceful resolution.

As of February 2012, Syria once again became a focus of international attention when unrest in the country escalated. Numerous suicide bombings and organized attacks by the Free Syrian Army (made up of Syrian military defectors) were met with Syrian government bombardment of Sunni Muslim areas. United Nations (UN) attempts to condemn Syria had been vetoed by Russia and China. The United States and other countries including France, Spain, the UK, and Italy, as well as some Arab states along the Persian Gulf, withdrew their embassies from Syria in response to the country's increasing instability. News reports were limited in scope and many relied on social media for communication from within Syria. The UN announced its inability to confirm the death toll beyond 5,000 in December 2011, while some groups allege that more than 7,000 people have died in Syria since the beginning of antigovernment protests in 2011.

The Syrian opposition isn’t fighting just a brutal Iranian-backed regime accused of killing civilians with chemical weapons; it’s also battling within itself. Moderate Syrian rebel groups are locked in combat with al Qaeda-linked extremists who have joined the opposition against Bashar Assad‘s regime and are fighting other rivals to win the hearts and minds of villagers as they try to gain support in the countryside. “Those different groups with those competing agendas are starting to fight one another. They’re fighting for control over territory. They’re fighting for control over people. They’re fighting for control over wealth. They’re fighting to fight their way,” said Kenneth M. Pollack, a former CIA official who now serves as a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution’s Saban Center for Middle East Policy. Moderate rebels began to realize the threat from al Qaeda-backed insurgents after one of those groups, the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant, killed a leader of the Free Syrian Army, the opposition umbrella group led by Syrian army defectors, according to several organizations in Washington that maintain contact between Syrian rebels and the U.S. government. Syria’s moderate rebels refer to this realization of the danger posed by the Islamists as the “sahwa,” or awakening. “It was a watershed moment. After that, moderate rebels [realized that] al Qaeda in Syria is a threat almost on par with the Syrian regime,” said Oubai Shahbandar, vice president for Middle East operations for the Syrian Support Group, which is charged with distributing U.S. aid to rebels.
Al Qaeda gains strength
The al Qaeda affiliates are gaining strength in the 2-year-old war against Mr. Assad. Thanks to funding and weapons from wealthy Persian Gulf states, the Islamists are the most organized, equipped and effective fighters of the opposition groups, which consist of a loose confederation of hundreds of militias. Al Qaeda also is gaining support by providing villages with health care, blankets, fuel, wheat and other supplies captured from regime stores. They also have implemented courts under Shariah, or Islamic, law, which some villagers welcome as a sense of order amid the chaos of the civil war, which has cost an estimated 100,000 lives. Moderate rebel groups under the Free Syrian Army are distributing aid and providing services through local government councils that have sprung up in places they control. However, those efforts lack sufficient funds and support to compete with al Qaeda, said Mouaz Moustafa, director of the Washington-based nonprofit Syrian Emergency Task Force, who travels frequently to Syria to support these councils. He said the United States should realize that it has an opportunity to do more to help the moderate rebels in their campaign to spread their influence in the countryside. “There’s huge room to empower the good guys and marginalize the bad guys all while fighting a very cunning regime,” said Mr. Moustafa, a former congressional aide to Blanche Lincoln, an Arkansas Democrat who served in the Senate. “The other two options are either warlords or religious [Islamic] extremists.” Mr. Mouaz said more than 100 local civilian-run councils have sprung up at the town, village and provincial levels in areas controlled by the rebels. Their structures vary from place to place but are linked loosely with a partnership with local military units under the Free Syrian Army. They consist of small teams of about 20 leaders who oversee education, finance, relief and aid distribution, infrastructure, human rights, public safety, media relations and judicial administration. They exist in Aleppo, the suburbs of Damascus, Idlib, northern Latakia, Hama and other areas controlled by moderate rebels. The system would provide Syrians with an alternative to al Qaeda and could fill a void in government if the Syrian regime is toppled, Mr. Mouaz said. The United States has provided $117 million in communications and medical equipment to the opposition, as well as training to at least 1,500 leaders of these councils.

Doubts about ‘awakening’
However, he said, more needs to be done. For example, he said, the United States should channel all humanitarian aid through these councils to bolster their credibility against al Qaeda, as well as equip civilian police with uniforms and weapons, and support civil law and judicial systems.“We must empower the emerging awakening against the transnational terrorist groups,” said Mr. Shahbandar, a former Defense Department official.“Empowering moderate rebels is in America’s national security interests at a time when al Qaeda sees Syria as the front lines of an international terror campaign,” he said. “It’s still not too late.”He likens the situation to the Sunni Awakening during the Iraq War in 2006, when moderate Sunnis began to reject al Qaeda extremists. Although supporting these councils is a part of the U.S. policy in Syria, intelligence officials are skeptical about an “awakening” of moderate rebels. Pentagon officials doubt that any rebel groups would promote U.S. interests, even if Washington backed them. Syria has about 1,000 armed rebel groups, 80 percent of which are under the Free Syrian Army umbrella, Mr. Mouaz said. But with no end in sight to the civil war, supporting the local councils is the only prudent measure against al Qaeda extremists, advocates say.“Right now, we still have a chance to support the right people in a situation that we simply can’t ignore,” said Mr. Mouaz, who recently met with high-ranking Pentagon officials.

