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SYRIA’S SIX SIMULTANEOUS CONFLICTS 
Rami G. Khouri 

The Daily Star, Apr. 17 
 

The conflict in Syria has assumed more dangerous dimensions with the latest developments along the 
Syrian-Lebanese border, where forces with and against both the Syrian government and Hezbollah have 
engaged in cross-border shelling. This builds on a recent spate of tit-for-tat kidnappings in northeastern 
Lebanon’s own frontier region that captures all the modern Arab world’s vagaries of nationalism, 
statehood, identity, sectarianism and citizenship. 
 

http://www.dailystar.com.lb/Opinion/Columnist/2013/Apr-17/213992-syrias-six-simultaneous-conflicts.ashx#ixzz2QpYiMHZf
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The easiest way to describe the events in that region has been to speak of Sunni-Shiite fighting, or 
antagonisms between pro- and anti-Syrian government elements. The involvement of Hezbollah adds a 
significant new element to the mix, and also helps to clarify what the fighting in and near Syria is all about. 
It is much more than “spillover” of the Syrian war into Lebanon. I have previously described the war in 
Syria as the greatest proxy battle of our age, and that is now clearer than ever as we see how Syria 
comprises a rich and expansive web of other conflicts playing out on a local, regional and global scale. The 
war in Syria is so enduring and vexing precisely because it is such a multilayered conflict, comprising at 
least six separate battles taking place at the same time: 
 

First, it is a domestic citizen revolt against the Assad family regime that has ruled Syria for 43 years. This 
aspect of the conflict reflects a widespread spirit of citizen activism for freedom, rights and dignity that 
continues to define much of the Arab world today. After the nonviolent demonstrations that erupted across 
the country in spring 2011 elicited a violent military response from the regime, this political conflict 
quickly became a militarized war. 
 

Second, the armed battle for control of Syria reignited the second layer of conflict, which has defined the 
region since the 1950s – the Arab cold war between assorted regional forces that keep shifting over time, 
but can most easily be described as conservative versus radical, or capitalist versus socialist, or royalist 
versus republican, or Islamo-monarchist versus Arab nationalist, or pro-Western versus anti-Western, 
though none of these simplistic black-and-white dichotomies is fully accurate. At its simplest, this Arab 
cold war for decades has been led on the one side by Saudi Arabia and its conservative allies, and on the 
other by governments such as those in Syria, Egypt or Iraq at various moments. 
 

The third layer of conflict in Syria is the old Iranian-Arab rivalry, recently also often defined as a Shiite-
Sunni rivalry. This is symbolized by the Iranian government’s alliance with Syria since 1979, and recently 
including the close structural ties between Iran and Hezbollah (or, more accurately, the ties between 
Hezbollah and the institution of the Wali al-Faqih, or the supreme leader, in Iran). 
 

Iran’s strategic links with both Syria and Hezbollah have been among the few foreign policy achievements 
of the 1979 Islamic Revolution, so the Iranian, Syrian and Hezbollah leaderships will battle hard to 
maintain those mutual benefits that all of them derive from their relationships. 
 

The fourth conflict taking place in Syria is the renewed but more limited version of the Cold War between 
the United States and Russia (with other players such as China and assorted European states hanging 
around to pick up energy contracts and other gains). At its most simple, this renewed Son of the Cold War 
sees Russia taking a determined stand in Syria to prevent the United States from unilaterally deciding 
which Arab leaders go and which ones stay, while also burnishing its renewed credentials as a global 
power. Almost a quarter of a century after the end of the original Cold War, Russia is trying to recalibrate 
global power relations, formally closing the “post-Cold War” era in which the U.S. was the world’s sole 
superpower in a unipolar world. 
 

The fifth conflict in Syria – like the domestic citizen revolt against autocracy that reflects a regional trend 
– is the centurylong tension between the power of the centralized modern Arab developmental and security 
state and the forces of disintegration and fragmentation along ethnic, religious, sectarian, national and 
tribal lines. These subnational, ancient and primordial identities defined Arab societies long before the 
imposition of the modern Arab state, and are always there to reaffirm themselves when that state fails to 
function efficiently and meet citizen needs. 
 

And the sixth and most recent strain of conflict in Syria is between the forces of Al-Qaeda-inspired Salafist 
fanatic militants, such as the Nusra Front, and mainstream opposition groups fighting to overthrow the 
Assad family regime, such as the Muslim Brotherhood or broader, more secular groups, such as the Syrian 
National Opposition Coalition. Hysteria has typically gripped some analysts in the region and in the West 
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as they fret over the prospect of the Nusra Front and others like them taking control of all or parts of post-
Assad Syria – an impossible prospect, in my view. 
 

So what we are witnessing in and around Syria is a great deal more complicated than spillover into 
neighboring countries or a continuation of the Sunni-Shiite rivalry. 
 

Rami G. Khouri is published twice weekly by THE DAILY STAR.  

 

JABHAT AL-NUSRA IS GROWING MENACE TO MIDEAST AND BEYOND 
Bruce Riedel 

Al-Monitor, Apr. 8, 2013 
 

As the Syrian civil war gets ever more violent and destructive, there is a big beneficiary: al-Qaeda and its 
franchise in Syria, Jabhat al-Nusra — which is now the fastest-growing al-Qaeda front in the world, 
attracting fighters from across the Islamic world. Today it's focused on destroying the Bashar al-Assad 
regime but its ultimate goals are much bigger, attacking America and its allies in the heart of the Middle 
East. 
 

The Syrian franchise gets crucial support from the al-Qaeda core in Pakistan. Al-Qaeda leader Ayman 
Zawahiri issued a public call in February 2012 in which he urged “every Muslim and every free and honest 
person in Turkey, Iraq, Jordan and Lebanon to rise and help their brothers in Syria with everything they 
have and can do.” 
 

Zawahiri’s call, just after the announcement of the creation of Jabhat al-Nusra and its first major attacks in 
Aleppo, was clearly coordinated with the fighters on the ground. Since that call, at least one senior member 
of the al-Qaeda Shura Council in Pakistan has traveled to Syria to further coordinate plans and operations 
with the core hiding in Pakistan.  Former Secretary of State Hillary Clinton termed the exchanges of 
messages between al-Qaeda in Pakistan and Jabhat al-Nusra in Syria as “deeply disturbing” in one of her 
final interviews in office. 
 

Jabhat al-Nusra, translated variously as the Victory Front or the Support Front for the Syrian people, was 
officially founded in January 2012, almost a year after the first demonstrations against the dictatorship of 
President Basher al Assad.   It was created with the additional assistance of the al Qaeda franchise in Iraq 
which was formed nearly a decade ago during the American invasion of Iraq.  The Iraqi base provided a 
safe haven for setting up the front in Syria and still provides sanctuary for the Syrian group. 
 

Estimates of the size of Jabhat al-Nusra vary but they may now account for up to a quarter of the 
opposition fighters in Syria. The al-Qaeda presence is stronger around Aleppo and the north than around 
Damascus but it is becoming a national phenomenon. Without doubt they are among the most effective 
fighters in the resistance to the Assad regime and the most willing to use multiple simultaneous suicide 
bombings, an al-Qaeda trademark. Al-Qaeda in Iraq has a wealth of experience in developing large 
sophisticated bombs which has been exported into Syria. 
 

And the front is attracting more fighters rapidly, not just among Syrians but from across the Muslim world.  
One estimate suggests that as many as 5000 foreign fighters have gone to Syria. A review of jihadist 
websites found more than 130 martyrdom notices — obituaries posted on extremist websites ‘celebrating’ 
the martyrdom of fighters in Syria.  Most are relatively new; 85 of the 130 were posted in the last few  
months.  The majority of these were for fighters in Jabhat al-Nusra. They came to Syria from Libya, Saudi 
Arabia, Egypt, Jordan, Tunisia, Palestine, Lebanon, Australia, Chechnya, Kuwait, the United Arab 
Emirates, Kosovo, Azerbaijan, France, Iraq and Spain.  
 

Several senior European intelligence officials have told me that there is a wave of angry young Muslim 
men from all across Western Europe going to Syria to join al-Qaeda and fight Assad.  The largest 

http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2013/04/jabhat-al-nusra-jihadist-al-qaeda-syria.html#ixzz2QpfXhaBx
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contingent is from the United Kingdom, perhaps over a hundred already. The Danish press reported that a 
39-year-old Danish citizen, Slimane Hadj Abderrahmane,  along with another unnamed Danish citizen, 
were killed fighting in Syria. Abderrahmane, the son of a Danish mother and an Algerian father, had 
served two years in Guantanamo after being captured by American forces in Afghanistan in 2002. Danish 
reports say at least thirty Danish Muslims have gone to fight with Jabhat al-Nusra in Syria.  
 

Jabhat al-Nusra is not the only jihadist group fighting in Syria that is linked to al-Qaeda. Other smaller 
groups with a local focus also support the al Qaeda movement and align themselves with Jabhat al-Nusra. 
Assad, of course, from the beginning of the uprising against his tyranny has blamed it all on terrorists and 
al-Qaeda.  But the truth is that by refusing to give up power and by resorting to a brutal war against his 
own people, Assad has created a self-fulfilling prophecy and brought al Qaeda to Syria. The longer the war 
goes on, the stronger al-Qaeda will get in Syria. 
 

The Syrian group has also tried to export its violence to Jordan. In October, the Jordanian intelligence 
service foiled a plot based in Syria by al-Qaeda to stage a mass casualty terror attack in Amman that was 
apparently modeled on the 2008 attack by Pakistani terrorists on Mumbai, India.  The Jordan attack would 
have begun with suicide bombings in two shopping malls in Amman, then when the security forces rushed 
to deal with those, other attackers would have struck the American Embassy and other western diplomats 
in the city. 
 

Jordanian authorities believe that the plot was scheduled to coincide with the anniversary of November 9, 
2005, terrorist attacks in Amman, in which 60 people were killed and 115 injured in multiple hotel 
bombings. Al Qaeda claimed responsibility for the plot, citing its rejection of Jordan’s alliance with the 
United States and Jordan’s 1994 peace treaty with Israel. Jordanian intelligence said that the group 
nicknamed its new terror plot “9/11 the second” after the 2005 bombings.  Among those arrested were two 
cousins of the Jordanian founder of al Qaeda in Iraq, Abu Musaib al Zarqawi, who planned the 2005 
attacks. 
 

For now, the jihadists are focused on Syria and winning the war against Assad.  But their ambitions are 
much larger. The groups’ amir or leader uses the nom de guerre of Mohammad al Golani, a clear 
indication of al Qaeda’s hope to use Syria as a base for attacking Israel.  Israeli sources say elements of 
Jabhat al-Nusra have already appeared opposite the Israel Defense Forces on the Golan Heights. 
 

With a base in Syria, the jihadists can threaten American interests in the entire Levant region, Europe and 
our allies in Turkey, Jordan and Israel. The worst danger is that the al Nusra front will get control of some 
of Syria’s large chemical weapons arsenal.  Bashar’s father, Hafez al-Assad, built a major chemical 
weapon capability in the 1980s which includes the deadly nerve agent Sarin which was first developed by 
the Nazis. Al-Qaeda has been trying to get a weapon of mass destruction for years. In February, Jabhat al-
Nusra fighters seized the remnants of the North Korean-built nuclear reactor destroyed by the IDF in 
September 2007. Next the group could grab a working chemical weapon. 
 

Bruce Riedel is the director of the Intelligence Project at the Brookings Institution.  
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WHY LEBANON MATTERS 
Hussain Abdul-Hussain 
Now Lebanon, April 16, 2013 

 

Apart from hosting Hezbollah and bordering Israel, Lebanon has little international significance. But with 
the alarming rise of radical Sunni Islamism – from Mali to Pakistan – Lebanon stands as the last bastion of 
moderate Sunnis, something that Hezbollah might have realized. 
 

https://now.mmedia.me/lb/en/commentaryanalysis/why-lebanon-matters
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Lebanon's moderate Sunnis, however, face the risk of extinction. Like their Arab peers who were sidelined 
by fanatic generals after the Palestine defeat in 1948, they are under pressure to either stand up to Shiite 
bullying, or make way for those who can like Syria's Jabhat al-Nusra and similar organizations whose 
thought, politics and looks belong to medieval times. 
 

Hezbollah has seemingly understood the Sunni conundrum: Shut out the Hariri family and the moderates 
and you will have to deal with firebrands like Ahmad al-Assir and soon enough with Jabhat al-Nusra. 
Perhaps this made Hezbollah unclench its fist and allow the nomination of lawmaker Tammam Salam, a 
member of the Hariri bloc and descendent of one of Lebanon's best-known Sunni families. 
 

To be sure, Hezbollah has not given up its control of Lebanon's security. It has been less than six months 
since the assassination of Information Branch Chief Wissam al-Hassan, who had put together a 
competitive intelligence agency that threatened the party's dominance. 
 

But anything less than threatening Hezbollah's control of security now looks permissible. By allowing 
moderate Sunnis some room, Hezbollah has broken with a template that it inherited from the Syrian rulers 
of Lebanon. 
 

When Bashar al-Assad intended to extend the mandate of former President Emile Lahoud in 2004, many of 
his allies counseled him to the contrary, but his response was to threaten to break Lebanon on the heads of 
late Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri and former French President Jacques Chirac. Assad doubled down on his 
show of force, and lost, a step he would imprudently repeat when families of Deraa's tortured children tried 
to reason with him against an undeserved harsh punishment, the incident that is believed to have been the 
spark of the Syrian revolution. 
 

Hezbollah's leadership, for its part, looks smarter than Assad. It sends its ‘black shirts’ to the streets only 
sparingly and seemingly does its best to avoid unnecessary fights. Thus, with the incompetent Special 
Tribunal for Lebanon (STL) now history and Hezbollah's undisputed dominance of the nation's security, 
the party feels secure enough to let Lebanon politics run its course and keep Sunni moderates stronger than 
their militant rivals. 
 

This is good news for Lebanon. It shows that Hezbollah understands the shortcoming of its power, 
especially as the Arab Spring makes it harder for the practice of absolute authority. It is good news for the 
Levant too. Lebanon's Sunni leaders are the only remaining cosmopolitan politicians from Ottoman times. 
They are mostly college graduates and self-made businesspeople, which sets them apart from other 
Lebanese sects whose leaders mostly come from the army corps, the religious establishment, or civil war 
militias. 
 

Those who saw Salam's picture kissing his mother might have noticed that for someone her age, mother 
Salam was not veiled. This is not to judge veil, but to argue that Lebanon's Sunnis are still diverse rather 
than uniformly attached to an austere interpretation of Islam like in most of the region. 
In fact, it was Salam's paternal aunt, Anbara, who caused a stir when she took off her veil in public in 
1927. Born in 1897 and dead in 1986, Anbara was among the first Arabs to advocate women's rights, long 
before there were radical takfiris or other distractions. 
 

The majority of Lebanon's Sunnis are known for their peaceful temper to the extent that it becomes hard to 
imagine them forming militant groups or producing the likes of Abu Hafs al-Libi, of Syria's Jabhat al-
Nusra, or of Abu Omar al-Baghdadi, of Iraq's Islamic State. 
 

The mere fact that over the past decade almost none of al-Qaeda leaders held the surname "al-Lubnani," or 
the Lebanese, speaks volumes. While some Lebanese Sunnis, mainly on the fringe, might have joined al-
Qaeda, their number seems insignificant. 
Since he was forced out of Lebanon in 2005, Assad tried to sponsor radical Lebanese Sunni groups, a 
tactic that he replicated in Syria in 2011. Assad reasoned that if his enemies are radical Sunnis, rather than 
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moderate ones, he would be justified to use brutal force against them and sell such effort to world powers 
striving to fight these same groups. 
 

But this is another tactic on which Assad and Hezbollah diverge, and therefore where MP Michel Aoun 
disagrees with Hezbollah over Salam. The Party of God has enough of a Shiite base to remain in power 
without the need for radical Sunni enemies to justify its power. Hezbollah might also believe that Assad’s 
tactics could backfire: Pretend radical Sunni groups might become real, snowball and turn into a 
formidable enemy that the party can do without. 
 

With Hezbollah so far proving saner than blood-drenched Assad, and with Lebanon's moderate Sunnis 
getting a chance at resurgence, Lebanon should matter. Relations between its Shiites and Sunnis, though 
still tense, might be better than how things are in Syria and Iraq. The world should take notice. 
 
Hussain Abdul-Hussain is the Washington Bureau Chief of Kuwaiti newspaper Alrai. 
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