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Abstract
Linkage politics focuses on the ties between different levels of analy-
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of domestic constraints over international negotiations. In such nego-
tiations the success of an actor is determined by the agreement that is 
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effect. In order for that to happen actors at different levels of analyses 
need to have overlapping interests and they must prefer an agreement
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ence is that in Syria the negotiations take place between domestic 
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allies, turning the model upside-down. Using the Syrian crisis as an
example I evaluate the positions adopted by the actors involved and 
the potential of a peaceful resolution in the near future. 
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The Syrian Crisis began in March 2011 and gradually escalated to a
violent domestic conflict with regional and global consequences. Even
though there appears no end in sight, it is necessary to conduct a
multi-level analysis to better understand the interests of the large num-
'������������� ��4��4�����������������������'����������	��<�����

of doing this is to approach the issue from a decision-making point of 
view where actors face a number of constraints at different levels of 
analysis. 

International relations literature has been focusing on linkages be-
tween different levels of analyses, the main focus being the impact
of domestic politics on international behavior. As Leeds pointed out
one example of this large body is the “second image” literature based
on “the argument that characteristics typical of democratic political
systems advantage states in making credible commitments in the in-
ternational arena.”1

1 Brett Ashley Leeds, “Domestic Political Institutions, Credible Commitments, and International
Cooperation,” American Journal of Political Science Vol. 43, No. 4, 1999, pp. 979.
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This view is consistent with Robert Putnam’s two-level game model
where the international level is where the negotiations between actors
take place and domestic politics is the level that ratifies the agreement 
reached.2 While a large number of studies attempting to improve Put-
nam’s model adopted an approach that emphasizes international ne-
gotiations and how they are affected by domestic political conditions, 
here I argue that the domestic conflicts we have been experiencing in
smaller countries with international consequences require a reversal of 
the model - meaning, an approach where negotiations take place do-
mestically and the ratification is made by external actors. Using Syrian
case as an example I argue that in the conflict between the regime and 
the opposition forces, success is heavily dependent on the outside 
support each side receives. This support, in turn, depends on these
actors’ interests. 

In the following sections I will first briefly explain Putnam’s model and
how it evolved since 1988. Later, I will turn my attention to Syria and fo-
cus on various actors and the ties between them. Based on these I will
attempt to predict potential outcomes we may face in the near future. 

���8��.�$	2�"��

In his 1988 article “Diplomacy and Domestic Politics: The Logic of 
Two-Level Games” Robert Putnam looked at international negotiations
where actors are constrained domestically. His main goal was to cre-
ate a systematic explanation of the relationship between domestic and 
international politics. Dissatisfied with the small amount of research,
limited to conflict behavior, generated by James Rosenau’s taxonomy 
of “linkage politics,” Putnam sought to come up with a simple model
that would equally emphasize both policy-making dimensions.3 His 
evaluation of the literature revealed that the existing studies predomi-
nantly focused on one of the levels: the work of Karl Deutsch4  and
Ernst Haas5 on the spillover effects between domestic and interna-
tional developments left out specific policy developments; similarly the

2 Robert D. Putnam, “Diplomacy and Domestic Politics: The Logic of Two-Level Games,” Inter-
national Organization, Vol. 42, No. 3, 1988, pp. 427-60.

3 Ibid., pp. 430.
4 Karl W. Deutsch, et al., Political Community in the North Atlantic Area: International Organiza-

tion in the Light of Historical Experience, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1957).
5 Ernst B. Haas, The Uniting of Europe: Political, Social, and Economic Forces, 1950-1957, (Stan77 -

ford: Stanford University Press, 1958).
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work of Robert Keohane and Joseph Nye6 on interdependence and
transnationalism, Putnam claimed, left out the domestic dimension of 
policy-making; Graham Allison’s  workF on Bureaucratic policy-making
model emphasized domestic factors that affect decision-making, but 
failed to reveal the connection between two levels, along the same
lines Peter Katzenstein8  and Stephen Krasner’s  work9 claimed that
the central authority would have to be concerned about domestic and 
international politics while determining policy, but their main focus was 
limited to international political economy.10

In Putnam’s version there were two distinct levels. The national lev-
el looked at domestic politics where various groups try to influence
the government and the politicians, in return, for the support of these
groups in order to come to and stay in power. The second level of the
game is the international dimension where each actor tries to reach an 
agreement that will relieve domestic pressures, while at the same time 
limiting the negative impact of international developments.11 Because
actors have much to lose they need to pay equal attention to both lev-
els and reach a balance between the two. 

Putnam divided the process to stages: bargaining between the ne-
gotiators leading to a tentative agreement and separate discussions
within each group of constituents about whether to ratify the agree-
ment, which finalizes the agreement.12 The agreement can only be suc-
cessful if common interests at both levels align. At the international 
level governments tend to pursue their own interest at the expense of 
others and a common interest can appear only if they choose to adjust 
their policies in belief that an agreement would benefit both sides.13

6 Robert O. Keohane and Joseph S. Nye, Power and Interdependence, (Boston: Little Brown, 1977).
7 Graham T. Allison, Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis, (Boston: Little Brown, 

1971).
8 Peter J. Katzenstein, “International Relations and Domestic Structures: Foreign Economic Poli-

cies of Advanced Industrial States,” International Organization Vol. 30, No. Winter, 1976, pp. 
1-45; Peter J. Katzenstein, Between Power and Plenty: Foreign Economic Policies of Advanced In-
dustrial States, (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1978).

9 Stephen D. Krasner, Defending the National Interest: Raw Materials Investments and US Foreign 
Policy, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1978); Stephen D. Krasner, “United States Com-
mercial and Monetary Policy: Unravelling the Paradox of External Strength and Internal Weak-
ness,” in Katzenstein, Between Power and Plenty, 1978, pp. 51-87.

10 Robert D. Putnam, “Diplomacy and Domestic Politics: The Logic of Two-Level Games,” p. 431.
11 Ibid., pp. 434.
12 Ibid., pp. 436
13 Keisuke Iida, “When and How Do Domestic Constraints Matter? Two-Level Games with Un-

certainty,” The Journal of Conflict Resolution Vol. 37, No. 3, 1993, pp. 407.
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This means that the key for a successful agreement is the perception 
that an agreement is better than no agreement at all. Domestically,
on the other hand, the common interest that brings the government
and the constituents together is often called the national interest and 
it represents the goal for that actor at the beginning of negotiations.14

Agreements that will not only be acceptable to negotiators at the inter-rr
national level, but also to constituents at the domestic level create the 
“win-set.”15 As a result, a large win-set, meaning that a large number
of possible outcomes are acceptable to domestic actors, makes the
international level agreement more likely, but at the same time it means 
that the actor with a larger set will have to be more flexible during 
negotiations.16 Smaller win-sets, on the other hand, lead to a higher
likelihood of negotiations being broken down without an agreement.  
According to Putnam the size of the win-set is determined by three
factors: domestic coalitions and preferences, domestic institutions,
and the negotiators‘ strategies at the international level.�F Based on
these arguments Putnam concludes that democratic regimes tend to
produce smaller win-sets and if an agreement is to be reached they are 
in a better position to dictate the terms of it.

Following Putnam, many studies focused on linkage politics. For ex-
ample Keisuke Iida attempted to add domestic level uncertainty that 
was missing in the original model.18 In Putnam’s version uncertainty
only existed at the international level and the presence or absence of 
domestic support was known for certain. Jongryn Mo, on the other
hand, attempted to calculate the level of constraints placed on the ne-
gotiators’ strategy by domestic coalitions by incorporating a domes-
tic bargaining stage where each domestic participant has three pow-
ers: “(1) preference based power, the ability to wait for a better offer;
(2) agenda-setting power, the authority to make a proposal; (3) veto 
power, the authority to veto a proposal.”19 Mo concluded that the ne-
gotiator may be better or worse off under heavy domestic constraints

14 Ibid., pp. 407.
15 Robert D. Putnam, “Diplomacy and Domestic Politics: The Logic of Two-Level Games,” Inter-

national Organization, Vol. 42, No. 3, 1988, pp. 438.
16 Ibid., pp. 440.
17 Ibid., pp. 441.
18 Keisuke Iida, “When and How Do Domestic Constraints Matter? Two-Level Games with Un-

certainty,” The Journal of Conflict Resolution Vol. 37, No. 3, 1993, pp. 403-426..
19 Jogryn Mo, “The Logic of Two-Level Games with Endogenous Domestic Coalitions,” The Jour-

nal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 38, No. 3, 1994, pp. 405-6
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depending on the distribution of the domestic power.20 This conclu-
sion, in a way, reaffirmed the importance of regime type. Tarar focused 
on the impact of domestic constraints on the executive, claiming “that
an executive with a national constituency such as a nationally elected
president benefits by being constrained, up to the point where the
constraint becomes so high that no agreement is possible. An execu-
tive is also better off when the constraint comes from his or her own 
constituency.”21 In all these studies the focus has been on the ratifica-
tion process that was in Putnam’s model secondary and less detailed.
David Carment and Patrick James who were primarily interested in a
specific type of domestic conflict and the impact it had on that coun-
try’s international relations, claimed that ethnic conflicts pose a “secu-
rity dilemma along two dimensions:”22 The first dimension is the states
that intervene to an ethnic conflict in order to exploit the opportunities
it presents. The second is the state’s efforts to prevent this external 
involvement. In either case the political leader is forced by other politi-
cians or the masses to deal with the ethnic conflict while negotiating 
at the international level. An important contribution they made was the 
emphasis they had on opportunities as a determinant of state behav-
ior.23  

The relatively large body of literature that has been written since 1988 
took Putnam’s structure of negotiations at the international level, fol-
lowed by a domestic ratification process as a given and tried to build
on it. The changes in the international system since the 1990s also 
changed the structure of conflicts. While during the Cold War the main 
divisions that required negotiations were external to the state, over 
the past twenty years a majority of conflicts appear to have emerged 
within a state before gaining an international dimension. These domes-
tic conflicts often have not only regional, but also global consequences
and tend to draw a large number of international actors. International 
involvement can be direct where other countries intervene in a coun-
try’s domestic conflict, like we have seen in Libya, or indirect where 
other countries let domestic actors sort out the problem while provid-

20 Ibid., pp. 415.
21 Ahmer Tarar, “Constituencies and Preferences in International Bargaining,” The Journal of Con-

flict Resolution, Vol. 49, No. 3, 2005, pp. 405.
22 David Carment, Patrick James, “Two-Level Games and Third Party Intervention: Evidence from

Ethnic Conflict in the Balkans and South Asia,” Canadian Journal of Political Science / Revue 
Canadienne de Science Politique, Vol. 29, No. 3, 1996, pp. 522.

23 Ibid., pp. 527.
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ing support for the side they favor, like we have been witnessing in
Syria.  The latter option creates a situation similar to the structure of a
two-level game in reverse where the negotiations take place between 
domestic actors, but the agreement reached by them has to be rati-
fied by their international constituents. In such a structure three factors
determine the outcome: domestic actors, domestic institutions, and 
international actors’ interests.

In the following section I will evaluate the Syrian crisis from the per-rr
spective of a two-level game where the negotiation level is the conflict
between the government and opposition. At the ratification level we 
see two types of actors: regional and systemic, neither of which is
independent from one another.  

#�����	'���

At the national level the Ba’th regime and Bashar al-Asad are struggling
against a large number of opposition groups. Despite its ethnic dimen-
sion, due to sectarian differences, it would be simplistic to base the 
conflict on ethnic differences. Ethnicity is just one of the major factors 
and as Carment and James pointed out “when a single ethnic group
claims control over the decision process on issues concerning other
groups, institutional mechanisms for intergroup conflict management
may remain underdeveloped.”24 We can clearly observe this failure in
conflict management in Syria where the regime is almost solely relying 
on repression to end violence. Despite that political institutions play
a role in constraining elite behavior. The power of political institutions
naturally depends on the regime type, democracies being more con-
strained by institutions. In authoritarian systems important institutions 
are the single party and the security apparatus that brings the elites 
to power and keeps them there. In Syria we see this small number
of institutions that hold the real political power being dominated by a
minority. This is consistent with Carment and James’ claim that “elites 
with a monopoly of power in low-constraint situations can be expected
to rely on non-institutional devices for the control and management of 
conflict between groups.”25

A second dimension of the conflict was the economic circumstances 
in Syria. The economic stagnation between 1996 and 2004 created
a growth rate of 2.4 percent per year in a country where the popula-

24 Ibid., pp. 530.
25 Ibid., pp. 530-1.
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country’s economic performance somewhat lessened during the inva-
sion of Iraq when Syria was selling Iraqi oil. These low growth num-
bers began to affect the standard of living. By 2003-2004, 5.1 million
Syrians (30.1 percent of the population) were below the poverty line, 
2 million of them were unable to meet their daily needs.�F In a country
with limited means the regime does not possess the means to change
the tide and is dependent on the aid it receives from other countries 
to meet at least some of the society’s needs. Unfortunately for Syria 
the future does not look any better than today. The unemployment rate 
being around twenty percent with about 300.000 new workers enter-rr
ing the job market every year, the economy’s ability to provide new
jobs is further challenged.28  When it became clear that the situation
required more resources than Russia could provide Bashar al-Asad 
felt the need to adopt limited liberalization policies that would facili-
tate economic cooperation with the US, the EU, and Syria’s neighbors.
While these policies were effective in creating economic cooperation,
especially with Turkey and the EU, they were not accompanied with a
political liberalization process which led to disappointment in certain
segments of the society.  

Given the political and economic situation in the country, and com-
bined with the recent developments in the region protests began in
Syria on March 15, 2011 and met with heavy government repression. 
<4��� ���������
�����������������%���� ��
�	�������������
�����������
reforms but none of these materialized. By June 2012 the death toll
reached to 10.000-14.000 depending on the source.

Under these circumstances it is hard to talk of formal negotiations and
ratification, but we can interpret both sides’ conflict behavior as an
indirect negotiation process where they attempt to reach their inter-rr
ests by giving up as little as possible. Regardless of how the conflict
proceeds there is going to be a round of negotiations and the ongoing 
conflict will determine the terms of those negotiations, that is why the
participants and their performances are extremely important. In order 
to understand actor positions one needs to first clarify actor structures.

26 Bassam Haddad, “Syria’s Curious Dilemma,” Middle east Research and Information Project, Vol. tt
236, 2005, pp. 11.

27 Ibid., pp. 11.
28 Ibid., pp. 11.
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Domestic – Negotiation Level

There are two main domestic actors in Syria, the regime and regardless
of their differences, the opposition. Neither of those are unitary actors, 
but the regime appears to be more homogenous than the divided op-
position. The Ba’th party and the regime based on it has been a major 
political actor in Syria for a very long time. Ba’th Party was founded in
Syria during the late 1930s and early 1940s against French and British
control in the region. The Party supported non-sectarian pan-Arabism,
social reform, and a version of socialism they called Arab socialism.29

<��������������������	�	��
����������������������
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appealing to large segments of Syrian society. As Galvani30 points out
the idea of Arab unity meant very little for exploited classes, landlords 
and industrialists were concerned about the vague Arab socialism,
middle classes that mainly consisted of Sunnis found the secularist
ideology disturbing. As a result, from its early days on Ba’th relied
on the support of non-Sunni rural communities such as the Alawites
and Druzes. Another reason Ba’th mainly appealed to rural population
was the potential of providing status and education for their children 
through military schools. Like many newly independent and less devel-
oped countries Syrian public education system was insufficient at best 
and failed to provide opportunities for the lower income groups and 
military schools were an important way of  gaining education at low or 
no cost to parents.

A Ba’th member, Hafez al-Asad’s rise to power began when he was
stationed in Egypt like many other pro-Ba’th officers that criticized
Egypt’s dominance in the United Arab Republic. The secret organiza-
tion they established was called Military Committee and even though 
it consisted of pro-Ba’th officers it did not have an organic bond to 
the party.31 It was the Military Committee that took part in the military
coup of 1963 after which it was accepted by the Ba’th which had lost 
significant amount of support (down to about 500 members).32 Both
sides benefited from this and managed to control the post-coup coali-
tion government during which they had the opportunity to put Ba’th 

29 Because Party ideology was based on the common Arab identity their version of socialism did not 
include a class struggle (Galvani 1974:5).

30 John Galvani, “Syria and the Ba’ath Party,” Middle East Research and Information Project, Vol. 25, tt
1974, pp. 5.

31 Ibid., pp. 6.
32 Ibid., pp. 6.
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ideology into practice through nationalization of heavy industry and
banks in addition to agrarian reform. When finally in 1966 the Military 
Committee took over with a bloody coup the members of the new re-
gime’s elites were not from the traditional sources of political power in
the country, but from its main minority groups. A final bloodless coup
�������������%��������8F��'���
���3���0����=��������������������������
the single-party state dominated by security institutions remained sta-
ble and the Ba’ath regime managed to use shifting elite alliances in
order to maintain a support base. 

Throughout his rule Hafez al-Assad faced a number of challenges but
managed to stay in power. The most important of those was the end of 
the Cold War. When the Soviet Union collapsed and Russia withdrew 
some of its commitments, Syrian regime had to reformulate its poli-
cies. Haddad claims that Syria faced a dilemma: “either it acquiesces
to the demands of external forces in order to preserve itself or it com-
promises its domestic position by allowing the diffusion and decen-
tralization of power.”33 The regime first appeared to choose to improve 
its ties with foreign powers in order to sustain its domestic control. 
Economic ties to the EU and attempts to have close relations with the 
US, as was seen in Syria’s decision to join the coalition forces during 
the Gulf War can be seen as  evidences to this understanding. 

This process gained momentum following Hafez al-Assad’s death in
2000. Bashar al-Assad not only managed to hang on to power, but 
also brought his own team to influential positions in the country and
in the process eliminated many of his father’s close supporters. The 
Tenth Regional Conference of Ba’ath Party in 2005 was the end of this 
process, convincing many that Bashar al-Assad was secure. The Con-
ference attempted to respond to some expectations of reform while at
the same time shuffling the ruling elites. Some of the changes adopted
at the Conference were the review of the Emergency Law which has 
been in effect since 1963, reduction of the scope of the security mat-
ters, discussions on a new political parties law, redefinition of the rela-
tionship between the party and the state.34

33 Bassam Haddad, “Syria’s Curious Dilemma,” Middle east Research and Information Project, Vol. tt
236, 2005, pp. 4.

34 Ibid.
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At the same time the regime decided not to respond to some of the 
demands claiming that they were not Syrian people’s but external in-
terests’. The Conference was followed by changes in the leadership 
of key security organizations. As Bashar al-Asad’s brother-in-law, Asef 
Shawkat was appointed as the head of the military intelligence while
his brother Mahir al-Assad is one of the effective heads of the Republi-
can Guard, the coercive mechanisms of the regime came under direct
control of Asad’s team.35 With this changing of the guard there were
two distinct opinions regarding the future of the regime: “on the one 
������ ������[���������
� ��
���
������	�*�������� ������������������
��<��
the other hand, the new Command leadership lacks vision and, many
say, competence.”36

Even though the leadership positions changed hands over the last
decade it does not necessarily mean that the regime is weaker. The
structures and institutions are still in place and there is a relatively large
elite group that continues to benefit from existing arrangements. Under 
these circumstances it would require a well organized mass opposition
movement or foreign intervention to change the status quo in favor of 
the regime opponents.

Syrian opposition movement that emerged last year as the ‘Arab
Spring’ took over other parts of the region however, is anything but
organized. It developed differently than other countries we have ob-
served during the same period. Instead of mass protest movements in
the capital, Damascus, grassroots movements initially developed and
organized in Idleb and Homs under the name of Coordination Commit-
tees.�F During these early days, local sheikhs emerged among opposi-
tion leaders especially in rural areas. They emphasized the peaceful
nature of the protests, but they became secondary once the violence
levels increased and the regime began targeting them as the more vis-
ible faces of the opposition.38

35 Ibid., pp. 7.
36 Ibid., pp. 8.
37 Hamza Fakher, Michael Weiss, Revolution in Danger: A critical Appraisal of the Syrian National 

Council with Recommendations for Reform, (A Henry Jackson Society Strategic Briefing, February 
2012), pp. 3

38 Working Model of Syrian Opposition (April 2011). Available at: http://www.offnews.info/
downloads/4e3c254685598.pdf. [Last Accessed 27 April 2012].
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Syria’s uprising also was not spontaneous in the sense that protest-
ers observed the developments in other countries and organized to
an extent. They were, on the other hand, decentralized with no major
group or umbrella organization dominating the scene. This was be-
cause the wide variety of ideologies and backgrounds of these groups
made it very hard for them to come together around a common model
for Syria’s future. The only goal they seemed to share appeared to be
regime change. First, there were former opposition groups that were
in the past forced into exile with no presence in the country when the
first protests began. Second, were the opponents of the regime within
Syria that were forced to go underground, but managed to sustain their
movement despite heavy government repression. A third category 
was the groups that were formed after the protests began. And finally
there were regime defectors that changed sides only after the protests
reached to a certain level.    

<������������
����������������4���	����������������������������������
Syrian Muslim Brotherhood because of its past challenge to the regime
and the violent repression that had followed. Because of this challenge
membership to the Brotherhood was punishable by death since 1980, 
forcing many of its leaders into exile. Syrian Muslim Brotherhood is
considered to be more radical and open to violent opposition than the 
other chapters of the organization. Still being actively anti-Ba’th, their
exiled members contributed to the formation of the National Salvation
Front in Syria in 2006, but left that coalition in 2009.39

At the other end of the spectrum is another traditional opposition 
group, the Syrian Communist Party. Although it has significant influ-
ence during the late-1950s they fell in disfavor after they opposed the
idea of a union with Egypt. They have been in the Syrian Democratic
=���	'�
�����������������������������������8F8�40

There are also political parties formed by the exiled opposition groups
in the West. Reform Party of Syria, established in the US following the 
September 11, 2001 attacks, is one of those. They consider them-
selves as the third option (to Ba’th and the Muslim Brotherhood) and 

39 Joshua Landis (2009). The National Salvation Front Folds. Available at: http://www.joshualan-
dis.com/blog/?p=2757. [Last Accessed 27 February 20012].

40 Divide and Rule in Syria: The Schisms of the Syrian Opposition. [ONLINE] Available at: http://
www.majalla.com/eng/2012/01/article55228708. [Last Accessed 5 May 2012].
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support cooperation with Israel.41 However, despite the support they 
received from the US, they do not appear to have a firm base in Syria. 
Another example is the Movement for Justice and Development, es-
tablished in 2006 in London, with an emphasis on the expansion of 
freedoms and an end of the state of emergency.42     

<���	�����	������
�
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Kurds. There are a number of Kurdish parties that have been opposing
������
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are brought together within the National Movement of Kurdish Par-rr
ties.43 Some of these parties are separatist while others are more re-
form oriented and they faced regime repression for a large part of the
Ba’th regime.

Considering their number and degree of variation such a decentralized 
opposition is extremely unlikely to mount a serious challenge to a well
organized authoritarian regime. As a result as early as May 2011 there
have been efforts to bring together as many of these groups as pos-
��'����<�������
�����	�����������=����
��
�������
�7$�
��������������
2011), with the stated goals of creating “a support group to lobby inter-rr
nationally on behalf of the Syrian revolution as well as for the ouster of 
President Bashar al-Asad and the dismantling his regime.”44 Later, Syr-rr
���������������������7���;���������������������'�������*�
����=�
���
23, 2011. It was supposed to be similar to the National Transitional
Council (NTC) in Libya. However, in Libya NTC was founded in Beng-
hazi, on Libyan soil, after the city was liberated. In Syria there was no
“liberated region” that the opposition could use as a base to launch
their struggle against the regime. This allowed the regime to claim that
the opposition movement it was struggling against had its roots out-
side Syria and was serving the foreign powers’ interests.45

Within a week following SNC’s establishment Burhan Ghailoun was
appointed as the chairman. Some of the organizations that joined the 
SNC were the Damascus Declaration, the Muslim Brotherhood Alli-

41 Ibid.
42 Ibid.
43 Ibid.
44 Working Model of Syrian Opposition (April 2011). Available at: http://www.offnews.info/

downloads/4e3c254685598.pdf. [Last Accessed 27 April 2012].
45 Emma Lundgren-Jörum, “Discourses of a Revolution: Framing the Syrian Uprising,” Ortadoğu

Etüdleri, Vol. 3, No. 2, 2012
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ance, the Damascus Spring, the Kurdish Bloc, and the Assyrians or-rr
ganization.46 SNC’s creation raised the hopes that a single opposition
organization would facilitate Western and Arab pressure, more effec-
tively lobbying for an international military intervention to bring the re-
gime down.

At the beginning, SNC’s executive branch, the General Assembly con-
�����������|��	�	'�����F��������	���4��
�������������
�����������F�
member’s names were announced claiming that the activists inside
Syria would not be safe.|F There was also a heavy presence of the 
Muslim Brotherhood members, about one third of the announced
members. This disturbed certain groups within the Council creating 
��	��������������������
� �����������4�������<4�����	��������	'������
members in executive committees increased significantly, allocating
certain number of seats for each organization. However, the increasing
number of members did not reduce the tensions within the SNC. Some 
claimed that a power struggle surfaced between the right-wing Muslim
Brotherhood and the left-wing Ghailoun group.48 The struggle resulted 
in Ghalioun’s resignation as a result of heavy criticism in May 2012.

Another large opposition group that was established in Syria was the 
National Coordination Committee (NCC).49 Unlike others, NCC was
tolerated and allowed to continue its existence by the Asad regime.50

Its leader, Hasan Abdul Azim,51 a former Ba’thist, had announced that 
they were against foreign intervention and that the removal of Assad
was not a priority for them.52 While they favored dialogue with the re-
gime, they had certain conditions in order for serious dialogue to be-

46 HamzaFakher, Michael Weiss, Revolution in Danger: A critical Appraisal of the Syrian National 
Council with Recommendations for Reform, (A Henry Jackson Society Strategic Briefing, February 
2012), pp. 4

47 Fakher and Weiss (2012) claim, based on interviews, that at the time SNC had very little support
inside Syria and that most activists had never heard of it.

48 Hamza Fakher, Michael Weiss, Revolution in Danger: A critical Appraisal of the Syrian National 
Council with Recommendations for Reform, (A Henry Jackson Society Strategic Briefing, February 
2012), pp. 4

49 NCC recently became National Coordination Body for Democratic Change (NCB).
50 The announcement they made in September 2011 was covered by the state-controlled media 

outlets (Fakher and Weiss 2012).
51 He was also accused by some activists of organizing the ambush of the former Ambassador of the

US (Fakher and Weiss 2012: 10).
52 Hamza Fakher, Michael Weiss, Revolution in Danger: A critical Appraisal of the Syrian National 

Council with Recommendations for Reform, (A Henry Jackson Society Strategic Briefing, February 
2012), pp. 10.
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gin. These demands included the end of the military solution, release 
of all political detainees, the formation of an independent investigation 
committee, punishment of the people who used violence against pro-
testors, an end to the state of emergency and the martial laws, and
finally the recognition of the right to peaceful protest.53  It is clear that
the NCC is supported by the regime in some way, but the presence 
of such an organization is encouraging because it shows that the re-
gime may be willing to accept some form of reform in order to end the 
violence and can be used by the regime to signal intentions it cannot
directly announce. If negotiations begin between the opposition and
the Asad regime, the NCC could be valuable in setting the stage.    

It is not clear how the regime defectors fit in this picture. They were 
bitterly opposed by some opposition groups because of their activi-
��������������
����������������������������%�������
��<�����������������
is Rifaat al-Assad, younger brother of the former president Hafez al-
Assad. He used to be an influential member of the security apparatus 
and was even accused of playing an important role in Hama between 
�8F�������8���54 A second major figure is Abdul-Halim Khaddam, the
former vice president. After his relationship with Bashar al-Assad dete-
riorated in 2005, he went into exile and became one of the founders of 
the National Salvation Front bringing together a number of opposition 
groups.55

While it can be argued that the de-centralized nature of the opposition 
is one of the reasons that lead to failure in bringing down the regime
or even secure consistent international support, it is also true that it
makes it hard for the government to effectively repress it. Govern-
ment’s efforts to target the opposition leaders were only effective to a 
degree because there are many public faces of the opposition some of 
which are from outside of Syria.  

Ratification Level

There are actually two different levels where the agreement will have
to be ratified before it becomes accepted by the international com-

53 Divide and Rule in Syria: The Schisms of the Syrian Opposition. [ONLINE] Available at: http://
www.majalla.com/eng/2012/01/article55228708. [Last Accessed 5 May 2012].

54 Ibid.
55 Ibid.
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munity. The first of these is the regional level where there is an effort to
establish a new balance. Any solution, in combination with guarantees
from systemic actors, will have to address the concerns of regional
actors. The second is the systemic level where the main actors have
the final saying through their advantage in strength and international
status. Neither one of these are independent from each other. Devel-
opments at one level are likely to have consequences at the other. As
a result, alliances at one level are parallel to the ones at the other. The
argument is that regardless of domestic developments, any agreement
reached at domestic level will have to be ratified, or at least informally
accepted, by these actors in order to be a lasting solution.

Regional

Main regional actors involved in the conflict are Iran and a coalition of 
countries consisting of Saudi Arabia and other Persian Gulf states.56

While Iran is aligned with Russia and China in support of the regime 
Saudi Arabia and Gulf states ally themselves with the US, the EU, and 
Turkey. 

Looking from Iran’s point of view Syria has long been an important
ally. Especially since the Islamic Revolution, Syria and Iran supported
each other especially against Iraq. A regime change in Syria potentially
means the end of Alawite domination, making it very hard to sustain
the current level of relations. At a more practical level it also means that
the support Iran sends to Hezbollah will have to go through a different,
and more difficult, route. In addition, Iran will also lose its main weap-
ons client. Despite sanctions, according to UN Iran still continues its
weapons shipments to Syria.:F As Mohammad Naderi, from the Iran’s
National Security Council, claims Iranians believe that Syria is being at-
tacked by Saudi Arabia and Israel and that once Asad regime falls it will
be time to strike Iran.58 At the same time they are tying Syrian conflict
to the future of Palestinian movement and threatening that a shift in 

56 Turkey is not included here because so far Turkish Foreign Policy appears to mimic US’ position
and its current involvement appears to be limited to providing training and bases for opposition
fighters.

57 Louis Charbonneau (2012). Iran-Syria Arms Shipments Violate UN Ban. [ONLINE] Available
at: http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/05/16/iran-syria-arms_n_1521991.html. [Last Ac-
cessed 5 June 2012].

58 Iran preparing a soft landing strip for Syria. Available at: http://www.rt.com/news/iran-syria-
islamic-reforms-167/. [Last Accessed 8 June 2012].
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Syria is likely to destabilize the whole region.59 However, Iran’s need for
the Syrian regime should not be exaggerated. Iran can compensate for 
the loss of Syria if things develop in its favor in Iraq and Bahrain. This is 
why they are willing to display some degree of flexibility admitting that 
the reforms are needed, but that they should be carried out by Syria,
not by external powers.60 They also never publicly gave unconditional 
support for the Asad regime. So far Iran has been standing by the Syr-rr
ian regime but this may change depending on certain developments.
First, Iran’s best alternative to Asad is the Muslim Brotherhood, but 
they already positioned themselves against Asad and so far resisted
Iranian pressures.61 It may not be rational to cut ties with the existing
regime before guaranteeing Iran will be able to influence its successor.
Second, even though Iraqi Prime Minister Maliki appears increasingly 
close to Iran, Iran’s hold over Iraq is not certain and Iranians need time
to make sure they have Iraq on their side before they allow Asad re-
gime to fall.62 More importantly, Iranian support for the Syrian regime is
increasingly becoming tied to the talks on their nuclear program. Iran 
may at one point demand some compensation in the talks before it is 
willing to pull its support.63

<���������������������������������	����4���'��������� ���������=��'����
Considering its conservative ideology and pro-regime stance in Tuni-
sia, Egypt, and Bahrain, Saudi Arabia appears to be an unlikely source
of support for any opposition movement. However, there are two pri-
orities for Saudi Arabia one is to make sure protests stay as far away
as possible from Saudi soil, and the other is to make sure that Iran
does not benefit from changes.64 When it comes to Syria, Saudis have 
two principal concerns: “one internal and one external. First, the Saudi 
regime seeks to contain internal dissent by demonstrating its Sunni 
credentials against an Alawite (and thus in its eyes heretical) Syrian 
regime. (...) Second, Saudi Arabia would like to see a pro-Saudi regime 

59 Ibid.
60 Ibid.
61 Ibid.
62 Amir Taheri (2012). Iran’s triple mistakes in Syria, Iraq and Bahrain. Available at: http://www.

asharq-e.com/news.asp?section=2&id=29658. [Last Accessed 20 May 2012].
63 Gülriz Şen, “İran ve ‘Arap Baharı’: Bağlam, Söylem ve Siyaset,” Ortadoğu Etüdleri,Vol. 3, No. 2, 

pp. 96-118.
64 Madawi Al-Rasheed ().  Saudi Arabia and Syria: logic of dictators. Available at: http://www.

opendemocracy.net/madawi-al-rasheed/saudi-arabia-and-syria-logic-of-dictators. [Last Accessed 
5 May 2012].
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in Damascus, in order to promote its role in the region. A crucial aim is 
to counter the inexorable loss of Iraq and Lebanon, where Iranian influ-
ence has grown.” 65 A participant of the Friends of Syrian People meet-
ings, Saudi support for the opposition movements has three dimen-
sions: they openly provide financial support for opposition fighters’
salaries; they are helping equip opposition fighters with weapons; and
they are lobbying for an international intervention to end the violence.
At least initially, they argue that the creation of a safe zone and no-flight
area is needed to protect the civilian population. What is interesting is
that both Iran and Saudi Arabia favor a Muslim Brotherhood led gov-
ernment to replace the existing regime. This may mean even after Asad
is gone Syria will have some way to reach stability.

Systemic

The US initially favored the idea of reforming with the existing regime
instead of replacing it. Early on, they even claimed that the cause of the
violence was not Bashar al-Asad himself, but certain groups within his 
regime. Gradually, when Asad refused to distance himself from mem-
bers of his own regime, they lost all hope that the regime in any form
could be salvaged and turned to the idea of regime change. This ap-
proach can be explained by the Muslim Brotherhood being the most
likely alternative, but potentially more dangerous to American interests 
in the region than the existing regime. Today, the US does not believe
that the Annan Plan is a viable solution, but they are supporting it for
two reasons. First, in order for UN to support an intervention down the 
road first all available alternatives must be exhausted. Second, and
	�����	��������
����������������
���������$���������=�<���������

General Rasmussen acknowledged there is no alternative plan that 
can satisfy both sides’ demands.66 At the moment, the US and the EU
are focused on publicly and privately convincing Russia to support a
transition plan that will end the violence and either bring significant
reform or change the regime all together.�F Toward Syria they are ap-
plying a more direct policy of trying to force the regime out through 
economic and political sanctions. Even though these efforts are having 
an impact Syria’s allies are trying hard to lighten the burden.

65 Ibid.
66 Jamie Crawford.  U.S. sticking with ‘Plan A’ for Syria. Available at: http://security.blogs.cnn.

com/2012/05/30/u-s-sticking-with-plan-a-for-syria/. [Last Accessed 3 June 2012].
67 Ibid.
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tempts toward a resolution to intervene or even condemn Syria. Stress-
ing the right to sovereignty, both countries claim that an intervention is
out of question and any problems should be addressed through con-
sultations between domestic parties to the conflict.68

Their motivation, however, may be different from one another. From 
Russia’s point of view Syria is its last remaining Arab ally in the region. 
It is also an important market for Russian weapons. There are at least 
four reasons why Russia cannot let the Syrian regime fall without any 
compensation. First, following the collapse of the Soviet Union, Rus-
sian Federation began to play a more limited global role. During this
period the US was the main actor that shaped the international system. 
Russia under Putin is attempting to display a confident foreign policy
that defies the West. Especially after they were left out in Libya and
lost an ally, they appear determined not to allow that happen again.
Second, is the strategic motivation. Syria is home to Russia’s Mediter-rr
ranean fleet and regime change may mean the loss of the Tartus port
which is very important to Russian access to warm waters. Especially 
considering that the port at Tartus is being upgraded to accommo-
date larger vessels, as Asad declared the port will eventually be home 
to some of Moscow’s nuclear-armed warships, it is becoming more 
important for Russia’s global ambitions.69 Third, Russia is having its
own problems with Islamic fundamentalism in the Central Asia and the 
Caucasus region and an increasing Saudi control in the Middle East is
seen as a security risk for Russia’s area of influence. Finally, it is the
economic motivation. Russia and Syria are trade partners and Syria 
has traditionally been a major client of Russian weapons. Even though
Russia’s largest customer is India, the loss of Syria, so soon after losing
the Libyan marketF��������������������'����	�����'���������������<4��
the past year, Russia sold MIG fighter jets, attack helicopters, and air

68 China, Russia on same page regarding Syria, Beijing says. Available at: http://www.reuters.com/
article/2012/06/05/us-china-russia-syria-idUSBRE8540BI20120605. [Last Accessed 8 June 
2012].

69 Yagil Beinglass and Daniel Brode. Russia’s Syrian Power Play. Available at: http://www.nytimes.
com/2012/01/31/opinion/russias-syrian-power-play.html?_r=1. [Last Accessed 14 March 2012].

70 Russia lost an estimated $4 billion of contracts in Libya (David M. Herszenhorn. For Syria, 
Reliant on Russia for Weapons and Food, Old Bonds Run Deep. Available at: http://www.ny-
times.com/2012/02/19/world/middleeast/for-russia-and-syria-bonds-are-old-and-deep.html?_
r=1&pagewanted=all. [Last Accessed 7 March 2012].)
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defense systems.F� These sales came after Russian weapons sales to
�
��������	������������'����'����������F��������������	�{����'������
���{|�F�'�������F� This major increase could barely cover the decline in 
sales to Iran over the same period.F� However weapons sales are only 
a portion of two countries economic relations. Russian investments in
Syria include infrastructure, energy, and tourism projects reaching an
amount of $20 billion, including a natural gas processing plant.    

China, on the other hand, has much less at stake. For them the trade 
with Syria is not at such a level that the Asad’s fall can have a critical 
impact. For Chinese, Syria can be seen as a “test-case.” It is through
the conflict that they are, in a way, announcing the world that they are
not only an economic player in the international system, but that they
are also a political force to be reckoned with. At the same time they are
emphasizing the sovereignty of independent states to limit intervention
to their domestic conflicts with the Uighurs and in Tibet. Syrian conflict
also serves as a signal to similar regimes that China will be on their 
side when they face outside pressure. It is a way of using soft power
in order to improve its relations with Third World nations, especially in 
Asia and Africa. 

Prospects

As it must be clear by now it will be very hard to come up with a solu-
tion that will satisfy the needs of these actors at two different levels.
There are two potential developments as things stand right now. First,
each actor may continue to do what they have been doing until now.
The status quo represents two dangers, one domestic and one region-
al. Domestically, the regime is at an advantage because it is better
organized and equipped to sustain its pressure on the opposition. This,
in turn, means that the majority of opposing groups will not be able to
continue their efforts, leaving only the most radical members of the op-
position who are not only more determined to bring down the regime, 

71 David M. Herszenhorn. For Syria, Reliant on Russia for Weapons and Food, Old Bonds Run
Deep. Available at: http://www.nytimes.com/2012/02/19/world/middleeast/for-russia-and-syr-
ia-bonds-are-old-and-deep.html?_r=1&pagewanted=all. [Last Accessed 7 March 2012].

72 Ibid.
73 Down from $2.1 billion to $300 million ( David M. Herszenhorn. For Syria, Reliant on Russia for

Weapons and Food, Old Bonds Run Deep. Available at: http://www.nytimes.com/2012/02/19/
world/middleeast/for-russia-and-syria-bonds-are-old-and-deep.html?_r=1&pagewanted=all.
[Last Accessed 7 March 2012].)
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but also more experienced in terror tactics they will need to continue
fighting. That is why the domestic opposition is likely to become more 
radical, turning to terrorism to make up for the disadvantage they have.
Regionally, the continuation of the conflict means the potential that vi-
olence will spread to neighboring countries, mainly to Lebanon, which
would cause problems to all involved.

Another option is to bring down the regime, or at least weaken its au-
thoritarian structure with significant reforms. As Carment and James 
point out “sanctions and international condemnation are necessary, 
but not sufficient, conditions for the management of conflicts involving
politically underdeveloped and ethnically dominant states.”F|

Looking at the breakdown of authoritarian regimes Dix explains the
process with five stages and two conditions:F: the regime’s failure to 
perform especially economically; regime delegitimation in the eyes of 
the people; a narrowing in the regime’s support base; defection of re-
gime elites; and opposition coalescence. In Syria, out of these five
stages we have observed the presence of the first three. While there 
appears to be limited defection from the regime, especially from the
military, it did not reach a level that may pose a real threat yet. Simi-
larly, despite the efforts to unite the opposition, groups seem extremely
divided.

The two conditions Dix mentions are the international involvement and
“exit guarantees.”F� Internationally, he focuses on international support 
for the opposition and sanctions against the regime. In Syria we have
international support for both sides and the sanctions are only effective
to a certain degree due to a divided international community. Finally,
“exit guarantees” focus on the treatment of the former regime’s top
elites. In Syria, as we have previously seen in Libya, adopted sanctions 
mainly aimed at cornering the leader and top officials and leaving them
no room for movement. This leads the regime to become desperate
and try to hold on to power at any cost. However, during a conflict with
at least certain degree of ethnic dimension the number of people that
will need that guarantee becomes so high that it becomes inapplicable.

74 David Carment, Patrick James, “Two-Level Games and Third Party Intervention: Evidence from
Ethnic Conflict in the Balkans and South Asia,” Canadian Journal of Political Science / Revue 
Canadienne de Science Politique, Vol. 29, No. 3, 1996, pp. 552.

75 Robert H. Dix, “The Breakdown of Authoritarian Regimes,” The Western Political Quarterly, Vol. 
35, No. 4, 1982, pp. 554-573.

76 Ibid.
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At the moment there appears to be only one way of weakening the
regime short of direct foreign intervention. It is attempting to reduce
the international support the regime enjoys. Iran and Russia are the
important actors because China has less at stake and can afford to be
more flexible. Iranian support can be reduced by tying their position in
this conflict to their nuclear talks and providing them incentives there.
For Russia, things are more complicated because they would need the
new regime would have to continue Syria’s ties to Russia, which may 
not be acceptable to opposition groups after Russia stood by Asad for 
��������
��<��������'����
��������������Z�����4�������	������
�������-
mands of the National Coordination Committee and groom NCC which
is already relatively close to the regime’s line to replace it.

Another alternative may become acceptable to some if things worsen.
It would require one of Syria’s neighbors acting unilaterally, or with 
the support of regional actors, attempting to remove the regime and
there are only two realistic candidates for this: Turkey and Israel. Israel 
made an effort to stay out of this conflict until now and it is unlikely that
this policy will change in near future. This appears to be due to two
concerns. First, they appear to perceive Iranian nuclear program as 
a more important threat. Second, and more importantly, a weakened 
Asad poses less threat for Israel than other viable alternatives, such
as the Muslim Brotherhood. In addition, Israeli involvement would cre-
ate region-wide problems even possibly delegitimizing the opposition.
Turkey, on the other hand, adopted a hawkish stance since the begin-
ning of the conflict and it appears that it may be provoked to intervene
under the right circumstances, but as things stand, the results would
only be slightly less disastrous than an Israeli intervention.

Conclusion

The focus of the Putnam’s two-level game was the domestic politi-
cal constraints placed on international negotiations. In his model the
success of an actor was determined not only by what it achieved at
the negotiation table, but also by whether or not the agreement was
ratified by both sides. In order to reach this goal two things needed to
happen. First, the interests of various actors at different levels of analy-
ses needed to overlap. Second, all sides needed to prefer an agree-
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ment failed negotiations, increasing the chances of a compromise. In 
this study, I argued that the conflict processes are actors’ efforts to 
enter the negotiations at an advantage and can be treated as the early 
stages of negotiations where actors establish their positions. This was 
similar to how Carment and James treated ethnic conflicts.FF Based on
that assumption I reversed the model and focused on the constraints
placed by international actors on domestic conflict processes. Eval-
uating the Syrian example I showed three different levels, domestic
politics being the negotiation level and regional and systemic levels 
as where the ratification takes place. In Syria there appears to be wide
gap between actor interests and it appears highly unlikely that they
can find a common ground as long as they pursue their common inter-rr
ests. At the same time, there appears little incentive to end the conflict
through compromise. For domestic actors it could mean repression
in the hands of the other side and for international actors the impact 
of the conflict is too distant for now. As I explained in the previous 
section the prospects are grim for now. It seems likely that the Syrian
conflict will continue until at least one of the domestic actors gain an 
advantage large enough to force the other side to compromise, or one 
of the major international actors shifts its position. Since the stakes are
much higher for Russia it may be reasonable to assume that the efforts
should focus on ending their support for the existing regime. However,
this would cause major losses for Russia. A middle ground that may
possibly be acceptable to all involved parties may be to put an end to 
the conflict through a Russian intervention sanctioned and supervised
by the UN.  

77 David Carment, Patrick James, “Two-Level Games and Third Party Intervention: Evidence from
Ethnic Conflict in the Balkans and South Asia,” Canadian Journal of Political Science / Revue 
Canadienne de Science Politique, Vol. 29, No. 3, 1996, pp. 521-554.
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