The breakdown of the Eid truce 
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This past Eid-ul-Azha was, perhaps, as typical as those past. But it was also remarkable for the attention that was paid to Syria and, more specifically, to whether the ceasefire there would hold. It did not! 

There was, probably, not enough time to complete the sacrifice of animals, though there should have been enough to allow the two sides - the government and the opposition - to offer Eid prayers. Provided, of course, they were willing to take the risk.

In Syria, it seems, the regime has shifted reliance from the army to the air force. That would explain why the regime seems to be bombing rebel positions, and why jets have been sent in Damascus, following their use in other cities. 

It was, perhaps, symptomatic that the rebels, who had seemed to be striking against senior army officials as well, symbolised by the attack on army headquarters, on Monday, assassinated an air force general. That reliance on the air force may reflect the fact that the President’s father served in the air force before himself ascending to the presidency, but it would also reflect the assessment that the army is not wholly reliable. In that case, it would not be a good sign for the regime. 

At the moment, it does not seem as if the regime is relying on the Baath Party, its political vehicle, for survival, as much as on the army. If the army is doubtful, then the regime most likely has no resources to fall back on. There is supposed to be the Alawite community, but as the regime mainly benefited some Alawite families, the vast mass does not necessarily support him.

At the same time, though the Alawites are far from supporting the opposition, it appears they are not as afraid of the alternative to the present regime as the West wants them to be. There is a sense here of fencing with shadows, for it would be rash to predict at the moment a ‘safe’ alternative. If the Alawites also do not know the shape of the next regime, maybe they do not agree that the future (whoever controls it) would necessarily be as bad as Western commentators feel.

It should be noted that the West has been trying its best to convince the world that the fall of Bashar Al-Assad would mean persecution not just of Alawites, but also of Shittes, Druze and Christians. This might not conceal the fact that the Syrian army, though it contains Alawites and is dominated by them, also includes a large number of Sunnis. 

However, one of the biggest question marks is of a successor regime, and it may well be that the USA cannot find an alternative, so it is obliged to support Bashar. Such support would be covert, for overtly it supports his overthrow. 

The main weapon of such support would be inaction, and it has a limited number of interests at this point. The first is, of course, the presidential election. The USA does not want any conflict that might upset the voters. Then there is Israel, which does not want to risk a change in the government of one of its direct opponents and neighbours in the opposition to its illegal occupation. (Though neither of the Assads could be called an open friend of Israel, the father allowed the occupation of the Golan Heights, and the son continued that policy.)

What seems to be bothering the USA, and worrying Israel, is what was once called ‘FOTA’ (Fear of the Alternative). The problem with Syria, even more so than with other Arab countries, is that the USA has no Plan B to fall back upon. The late Hafez Al-Assad was so efficient and determined at rooting out the opposition that there was no one left for the USA to contact and cultivate. The Egyptian option, of using the Muslim Brotherhood, was simply not on the table. 

Of course, President Mursi is not the preferred option for the USA, but he has ensured that certain key interests in the region are not disturbed: the first being the preservation of the treaty with Israel; another being that Egypt remains a recipient of American aid. This has been done while giving the government the cover of Islam.

But even his example is not liked by Israel, and even the kind of ‘gentle opposition’ the Brotherhood espouses is not liked. The same applies to Tunisia. In Syria, however, even this is not available, so FOTA makes the USA continue to lend Bashar tacit support. 

The people of Syria have suffered something like 36,000 dead so far, while of those remaining 100,000 have sought refuge in Turkey. Whereas the sheer numbers carry the bad news for Bashar that the numbers are such that they will not rest until he is overthrown. They also carry the bad news for the US that the people may stick to what they are now demanding, which is Islam.

It is not Islam as mediated by the Brotherhood, which does not really exist in Syria anyhow, and thus it is not a version of Islam that the USA or Israel can get any traction over. While the Syrian rebellion is against the Syrian regime, it is not so much against its repressive character, as against its lack of religion. 

The lack of religion might have suited Syria as it was under the French mandate, where it spent the years between the wars, and it might have reflected the multi-religious nature of Syria, but it means that the attractions of the freedom and democracy that the USA is supposed to offer primarily are not so great.

It should also not be forgotten that Syria is not just part of the Arab heartland, but its modern centre. Though Palestine and Lebanon have both been carved out of it; it should be remembered that it is from here that Arab nationalism, which led to a rejection of the USA in favour of Soviet-style communism took place, originated. The US needs to control it to continue its control of the area. But it can only exercise this control, if it finds an appropriate substitute for Bashar.

One of the main dangers faced by the USA is the transformation of what is a local revolution into an internationalist caliphate. Some such caliphate was the goal George Bush set for al-Qaeda in justification of its own war on terror, and to have one arise in the Arab world would be a nightmare for it. 

This is a nightmare Russia too wishes to avoid, not just because of its naval facilities in Syria, but because it wants to avoid divided loyalties for its growing Muslim population. The caliphate simply means a ruling system according to Islam, and within this context, a caliphate is the merest orthodoxy. The idea includes, of necessity, the concept that it would not be possible to rule by Islam, if the democratic model was followed.

Thus, the ceasefire move this Eid was riveting, not least because it would determine the fate of Lakhdar Brahimi’s mission. Brahimi was the special envoy of both the UN and the Arab League, and after the failure of the previous UN Special Envoy, former Secretary General Kofi Annan himself, it was particularly important that he succeed. However, with what seems like the failure of his mission, and thus apparently also of Russian diplomacy, there seems only the unpalatable alternative available, of giving the Syrian people their head.
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