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Abstract

The collapse of the Soviet Union and the rise of the United States to dominance marked the
start of a new era in international relations. The need to study accommodation as a security
strategy in the developing world stemmed from this major development. In this context, this
thesis attempts to add to the growing literature on accommodative strategies by analysing the
dynamics of accommodation in protracted conflicts in the developing world. The specific case
selected in the search for insights is the evolution of Syrian policy towards Israel in the post-
Cold War era. Three instances of attempted accommodation are studied: the Madrid Peace
Conference (1991), the Wye Talks (1995), and the Shepherdstown Talks (1999). This thesis
argues that the main explanatory factors for accommodation in this case are to be found in the
external politico-military sphere. On the objective level, the role of powerful third parties and
the changes in the opponent’s policies particularly stand out. On the subjective level, external
politico-military concerns, in the desire to avoid potentially permanent losses, appear to be the
prime generator of accommodative moves.

Résume

L’effondrement du bloc soviétique et la montée en puissance des Etats-Unis ont débute une
nouvelle ére en relations internationales. Ces grands changements géopolitiques ont déclenché
le besoin d’aborder le sujet du compromis en tant que stratégie de sécurité dans les pays en voie
de développement. Dans cette optique, ce mémoire contribue au corpus théorique des stratégies
du compromis en analysant la dynamique du compromis dans le tiers monde. Pour developer
ce sujet, cette thése s’appuie sur 1’évolution de la politique Syrienne vis-a-vis ’Etat d’Isra&l
aprés la guerre froide. Trois études de cas sont présentées: la conférence de Madrid (1991), -
ensuite les pourparlers de Wye (1995), et enfin, les pourparlers de Shepherdstown (1999). Ce
mémoire démontre que dans le cas examine les causes dominantes du compromis sont liées a la
sphére extérieure politico-militaire. Du point de vu objectif, I’implication d’une tierce partie
puissante et la politique de la partie opposée sont évidentes. D’un point de vu subjectif, les
facteurs politico-militaires extérieures, dans le but d’éviter les pertes irréversibles, sont les
causes primordiales qui engendrent le phénoméne du compromis.
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Chapter |

Introduction: Literature Review And Framework Of Analysis

With the end of the Cold War the world witnessed a number of attempts at
accommodation in interstate conflicts. This includes instances of accommodation between the
Great Powers but also several cases of accommodation in the developing world. The need for
analysing accommodation stems from a major development in the global system at the turn of
the 90’s. In fact, with the breakdown of the Soviet bloc and the end of the Cold War,
developing states (such as most Middle Eastern states) found themselves in a world where the
Superpower that was most supportive of the challengers’ ambitions had almost disappeared
from the ‘spotlight’.

Thus this study will examine the adoption of accommodative strategies in protracted
conflicts in the context of the developing world. In particular, it will explore the evolution of
Syrian foreign policy during its conflict with Israel in the post-Cold War era. This study
concentrates on the initiation (and dynamics) of the process of accommodation (including
favourable responses to the initiatives of others), specifically focusing on why accommodative

strategies are sometimes chosen over conflictual ones.

Literature Review

e Concepts

States can adopt various kinds of strategies- conflictual, accommodative, cooperative-
in dealing with their security concemns. This paper seeks to explore why conciliatory
(accommodative) strategies are sometimes pursued in protracted conflicts rather than

adversarial strategies.



Before proceeding to review the literature on the different factors explaining the choice
of accommodative strategies, let us examine briefly the concept of accommodation itself and

some related concepts. A conflict situation, according to Paul Noble, is one where there is an

incompatibility of interests and/or values between two or more parties, as well as an awareness
by the parties of this incompatibility, and a determination to pursue their interests/values

nevertheless. Conflictual strategies involve both the refusal to adjust one’s interests/values to

reduce any incompatibility, and the resort to coercive measures of some type (not necessarily

military force) to promote/protect these interests. As for cooperative strategies, they involve

actual collaboration between two or more parties (policy coordination, common fronts,
integration arrangements), which can only be achieved after the adjustment of the prime
differences between the opposing parties.

Accommodative strategies, according to Noble, can take two forms: substantive or
behavioural. Substantive accommodation consists of the adjustment of the parties’
interests/values in such a way as to reduce/eliminate existing incompatibilities. Behavioural
accommodation involves limitations on the methods used to pursue one’s interests with or

without a reduction of substantive incompatibilities'.

e Explanatory Factors
The existing literature on the process of accommodation is relatively modest and has
tended to concentrate on conflict between Great Powers both past and present. In terms of

explanatory variables, the emphasis has been on bilateral factors, (i.. characteristics of conflict

relationships) both objective/operational and subjective/psychological.

! Lecture on accommodative strategies, by Prof. Paul Noble, in graduate seminar on Security and
Development, McGill University, winter 2001.
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Objective Factors

“Balance-of-power/threat, economic and ideological/cultural theories point to a variety
of factors that could be involved in the establishment of pacific relations between once hostile
states” 2. Stephen Rock in his book Why Peace Breaks Out aims at understanding how and why
historical instances of Great Power rapprochement took place. Rock more specifically looks at
past instances in which major world powers have overcome bitter hostility to achieve
reconciliation (Great Britain/United States, 1895; England/France, 1898-1914;
Germany/United States, 1898-1914), in order to find out what it would take for a Soviet-
American rapprochement to take place in the mid-eighties. The author identifies three
conditions at the bilateral level of analysis that are likely to enhance the chances of
accommodation between Great Powers: heterogeneity in the exercise of power (or low level of
geopolitical competition), heterogeneity in the parties’ economic activities (or low level of
economic rivalry) and homogeneity in their societal attributes (or degree of ideological/cultural
compatibility).

There also exists another type of factor that Rock, along with other theorists (such as
Lebow and Stein), have seen as an important catalyst that might be necessary to trigger the
process of accommodation in motion. This factor has both an objective and subjective
dimension, for by taking states to the brink of war it forces them to analyse its implications and
possibly modify the old pattern of thought. Many scholars identified an acute (recent or
anticipated) crisis as the turning point that provokes serious consideration of conciliatory

movements as a valuable option in conflict management. Rock identifies the Fashoda Crisis of

2 See Stephen Rock, Why Peace Breaks Out, (North Carolina: University of North Carolina Press, 1989), p.
11. It would be interesting to mention that states that tend to be economically heterogeneous are likely to be
interdependent and thus they can provide one another with goods and services, each does not itself produce.
More importantly, economic competition tends to reinforce geopolitical rivalry and enhance the perception
of threat between the parties.
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1898 as an example of a catalyst that provoked the French/British rapprochement®. A crisis can

-act as a catalyst to better relations by forcing policy makers (following a military defeat) to
reassess their basic policy assumptions, and to consider conflict settlement as a potential policy
rather than confrontation.

Richard Lebow, in his analysis of Gorbachev’s foreign policy in the eighties, aims at
understanding why and when accommodation occurs between adversaries. He examines three
bilateral relationships in the initiation of accommodation, two of which are cases of Great
Power rapprochement in the past and in a more recent period (the case of France and Britain in
1900 and the Americar/Soviet case in the late eighties). Also, Lebow interestingly includes the
Egyptian-Israeli settlement in the late 1970°s as a third case of accommodation in a bilateral
relationship. He indicates three conditions under which states are more likely to pursue
accommodation: First, when confrontation fails, leaders are most likely to become aware of the
consequences of adversarial strategies and as a result they turn to more conciliatory policies.
The second condition that facilitates accommodation is the “expectation of reciprocity”;
leaders, before turning to accommodation, should believe that the ‘enemy’ is expected to
respond favourably to the initiative moves. The first and second factors concentrate more on
the bilateral relationship between the opposing parties. Third, leaders are most likely to pursue
accommodative policies when they are committed to domestic reforms that will benefit from
accommodation with adversaries. This is a more of a domestic level condition. It would be

useful to add that Lebow’s cases involve strong leadership roles in the initiation of

3 See Rock, Why Peace Breaks Out, p. 17, and Richard Ned Lebow, Between Peace and War: The Nature
of International Crisis, (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1981) p. 309. Also, see Janice Stein,
Getting to the Table: The Process of International Pre-negotiations, (Baltimore: John Hopkins University
Press, 1989): pp. 244-267. Interestingly, Lebow identifies 5 reasons for a crisis to act as a catalyst that
betters relations between adversaries: defeat in the crisis leads policy-makers to reassess their basic policy
assumptions; defeat reduces the influence of those who oppose conciliatory moves; a fear of war is deeply
engraved; settling the crisis through negotiations leads to trust and empathy between the parties.
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accommodation. He emphasizes, for example, Sadat and Gorbachev’s bold moves (Sadat’s trip
to Jerusalem is an example) for “honnalization of relations with adversaries™.

Another scholar, William Zartman, in his work on conflict resolution, refers to the idea
of “timing” in peace initiatives. More specifically, Zartman talks about the “ripe moments for
conflict resolution” or the perfect timing for parties in a bilateral relationship to break the ice
and consider negotiation as a valuable option. According to Zartman, skilled practitioners of
diplomacy develop throughout years of experience a sense of “when things are really ready for
diplomatic interaction”; some elements of ripeness cannot be put down on paper but others are
actually identifiable. In his view, the most important of these elements is the idea of a “hurting
stalemate” that he defines as “a situation in which both parties find themselves locked and out
of which they cannot extricate themselves by normal, conceivable means of escalation.” A
hurting stalemate is a deadlock and it most probably ends in a “looming catastrophe” that will
badly damage both parties leaving them worse off than before. It is usually at this ripe moment
that the opposing factions become aware that a policy change is necessary to avoid hurt; thus,
they try to find a way out most probably by shifting to accommodation as their favoured
solution’. Yet, what kind of hurt is Zartman talking about? What are the damages that might
result from the stalemate situation? Zartman fails to answer these questions.

Finally, William Wohlforth in his analysis of the end of the Cold War focuses on the
bilateral relationship between the United States and the Soviet Union to explain the radical shift

in Soviet policy towards the Western bloc in the late eighties. In his view the Soviets adopted

* The concept of anticipated reciprocity also contains a subjective dimension related to the leaders’
perception and expectations of how the other party will behave. See Richard Lebow, “The Search for
Accommodation” in International Relations Theory and the End of The Cold War, eds. Richard N. Lebow
and Thomas Risse-Kapen (New York: Columbia University Press, 1995): 167-186

*Bhatti claims that Lebow has ignored the domestic constraints on leaders initiating accommodation, and
that incorporating such a feature would require leaders to be strong if they want to initiate accommodation

7.
? See William Zartman, “The Middle East-The Ripe moment?” in Conflict Management In The Middle
East, ed. By Gabriel Ben Dor and David Dewitt (Lexington Mass.: Lexington Books, 1987): p. 283-285
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accommodative policies after having identified a major ‘irreversible decline’ in their power.
Although his idea of Soviet irreversible decline has a subjective dimension, he also mentions a
change in the “distribution and mechanics of power” that forced them to reassess their basic
policy assumptions. The new thinking that began to emerge among Soviet officials was fuelled
by this perception of irreversible decline in its power vis-a-vis the American superpower, and
by the awareness that no other third party could back it up with different capabilities, whether
economic, military or diplomatic resources.® The objective part of this factor (focusing on the
Soviet-American bilateral relationship) lies in the idea that the ﬁse and decline of the power
capabilities of a state are now determined according to the new thinking by various indices of
power not only related to military capabilities but to other factors as well (GDP, technological
advancement, etc). It is not clear, however, why such a perception of permanent decline
happens especially with the different options that a major power could have to tip again the
balance in its favour. Wohlforth argument does not fully hold in the context of the developing

world with the involvement of third parties, which could provoke or prevent the decline of

weaker countries.

Subjective Factors

Some of the factors mentioned above also include a subjective/psychological

dimension. In fact, Wohlforth’s idea of decline is related to the perceptions of the top decision
makers of this decline. It is only when leaders realise that this decline is irreversible and there is
no coming back to the initial status quo that a policy shift is effectuated.

Some scholars such as Janice Stein, for example, identify learning as an important

variable while explaining the shift from confrontation to accommodation. Stein uses Zartman’s

6 See William Wohlforth, The Elusive Balance, (Ithaca & London: Cornell University Press, 1993): p. 260-
272.
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concept of the stalemate conditions and underlines the fact that “mutual perception of a hurting
stalemate informed by a recent or pending crisis leads policy makers to consider the option of
negotiation”. The author adds that past failures in foreign policies and domestic factors at home
provide leaders with a learming experience that pushes them to adopt more accommodative
policies’. However, it is not clear from this perspective when such a process of learning occurs
exactly, and who is it that learns? The leaders? The society? Learning theory does not tell us
that.

Others have used cognitive/perceptual and evaluative dimensions such as calculation of
loss/gain and cost/benefit analysis of adversarial and accommodative strategies to explain why
states sometimes adopt more conciliatory policies.

Advocates of game theory, such as Richard Smoke, used cost/benefit calculation as a
motivating factor for states to pursue accommodation. This view emphasizes bilateral inter-
state relations and argues that confrontational relationships between two parties can result in
losses in the long run (negative sum game). At some point the adversaries will decide to give
up hostility and seek accommodation to compensate for the losses, and to alter the other parties
perception back to a zero sum mentality. This thinking is based on the idea that a conciliatory
move by one party is seen as a gain by the other party in the short run®. Yet, what kind of

losses result from conflict between two adversaries is not really underlined.

Proponents of prospect theory argue that humans, being risk averse, focus more on

losses rather than gains while attempting to make a decision. Decision makers sometimes shift

7 See Janice Stein, Getting to the Table, pp. 244-267, for more details on how leaders through differentiated
learning clarify the trade-offs they are likely to face, the risks, the opportunity cost alternatives, and the
nature of their domestic constraints and opportunities. In short they learn how to mould their political
environment in order to commit to negotiation.

8 See for example Richard Smoke, War: Controlling Escalation, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1977): pp.268-77
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to conciliatory policies as a way to minimize perceived losses rather than to maximize gains.’

Prospect theory offers different explanations for both the framing of problems and the choices
leaders make in foreign policy, but mainly leaders first choose a “reference point” and then
analyse the gains and losses from that point. According to Janice Stein “the status quo is an
obvious point of salience” though there are other points of reference (leaders’ expectations and
their aspirations). Mainly leaders are more likely to take risks to avoid losses than to make
gains because losses are way more ‘visible’ than gains. Thus, leaders are likely to resort to
conciliatory measures or to respond to such measures when they can identify immediate and
certain losses from the failure to co—operatem. Again, it is not mentioned what type of losses or
gains are perceived by the decision makers. Is it going to be external politico-military
losses/gains, or external economic losses/gains? Is it going to be internal political losses/gains

or internal economic losses/gains?

st ok ok ok ok ok ok sk ook ok o ok ok s ook ok sk ok ok kol ke ok sk ek ok

The literature on the dynamics of accommodation is somewhat incomplete; its main
problem seems to be its overemphasis of the role of bilateral level factors and its neglect of
other levels of analysis that could be important in explaining the shift from adversarial policies
to more accommodative ones in the developing world. Cases of past and present great power
rapprochement were examined to explain accommodative strategies between adversaries in a
bilateral relationship. Other levels of analysis, such as the domestic level and the global level
were ignored while their significance could be considerable in cases of protracted conflicts in

the developing world. Moreover, subjective explanations of accommodative strategies omitted

° For more details see Jack Levy, “An Introduction to Prospect Theory”, Political Psychology 13, 2 (June
1992), 171-86. Also see Haroon Bhatti, Pakistan’s accommodative moves vis-a-vis India: a case study of
the Dynamics of Accommodation in the developing world, MA Thesis, McGill Universuty, 1999, p. 12.

10 See Janice Stein, “International co-operation and loss avoidance: Framing the problem”, International
Journal, 47 (Spring 1992): pp.213- 215
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to mention the types of losses/gains that could motivate leaders to shift from adversarial

strategies to more conciliatory ones, though their arguments seem to imply external politico-

military losses. Again, if this is the case, it is important to note that there are other types of
losses/gains (domestic political losses, internal/external economic losses) that leaders seek to
minimize, and these should be considered in any analysis of accommodative or adversarial
strategies, especially in cases of protracted conflicts in the developing world.

It should be mentioned however, that one student of accommodation, Haroon Bhatti,
in his study of the Pakistani-Indian case, identifies two other levels of factors he deems
important for developing countries: the global level (involvement of powerful third parties) and

the domestic level (economical-political conditions in underdeveloped countries). According to

his study three factors are particularly important in the initiation of accommodation in the
developing world, namely:

-Desire to minimize losses in the external politico-military sphere (bilateral level), and the
internal political and economic spheres (domestic level).
-Their commitment to domestic reforms (domestic level)

-Involvement of a powerful third party (global level)

Bhatti’s framework of analysis has added a new dimension to the study of accommodation in
general and has filled some of the gaps in the previous literature on this particular subject. As a
result, this study aims at completing what has already started to give some depth to the study of
the dynamics of accommodation in the developing world. Finally, this particular paper will deal
with explanations of accommodative strategies in the developing world not only at the bilateral
level but also at the domestic and global ones, which are of prime importance for developing

states. 1

' See Bhatti, Pakistan’s accommodative moves vis-a-vis India, p. 30
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Framework of Analysis

In this section, I attempt to formulate a framework of analysis that will explain why
states like Syria sometimes decide to accommodate with their adversaries instead of resorting
to confrontational policies. My explanatory factors are mainly derived from the literature
examined in the previous section, so as hopefully to obtain a framework not only applicable to
the Syrian-Israeli case but also to other cases in the developing world. It is also important to
realize when attempting to look for explanatory factors that several distinct types of causality
can be involved. Permissive causality involves factors that serve either as constraints or
opportunities, hampering or facilitating the process of accommodation. These shape what states
can do or cannot do. Efficient causality involves factors/conditions that can entail strong
pressures towards accommodation. Finally, motivating causality refers to “purposes/motives

for which states act”. Motivating causality factors include what “states want to do”'2.

Research Question (Dependent Variable)

The dependent variable in this paper is the initiation and dynamics of accommodation
in Syrian-Israeli relations in the post-Cold War/post Gulf war era, focussing specifically on
Syrian policy. This study will explore three phases in Syrian policy: Syrian acceptance of the
American invitation to participate in the Madrid Conference in 1991; Syrian policy during
intense negotiations in late 1995- early1996; Syrian policy during negotiations in late 1999-
early 2000. These are instances of accommodative moves after the end of the Cold War that

could be contrasted with instances of confrontation both before, and in between the selected

12 See Paul Noble, “Systemic Factors Do Matter: Reflections On The Uses And Limitations Of Systemic
Analysis”, Conference paper, (June 2002): pp. 1-32
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phases. In short, this portion looks at Syria’s policy in the Arab-Israeli conflict along three
dimensions: Substantive, behavioural and procedural. '

The s'ubstantive dimension refers to policy regarding the existence /recognition of the
other party as well as the ultimate terms of settlement. The behavioural dimension includes
the methods used to pursue one’s interests and deal with the conflict situation. Finally, the
procedural dimension refers to issues related to the form (linked vs. separate) and processes of

settlement, including preconditions for negotiations and representation issues.
Explanatory Factors (Independent variables)

Since this paper focuses on the developing world, which consists of weak powers and
economically/politically underdeveloped states, it should be noted that though we retain the
importance of bilateral factors in explanations of accommodative policies, there are nonetheless
other levels of explanatory factors deemed important in the context of developing countries,
notably domestic and global level factors. Examining these other levels of explanatory factors
requires us to spell out not only the types of losses (or gains) that states calculate vis-a-vis the -
opponent, but also domestic political and economic losses/gains, and losses/gains vis-a-vis third

parties. In brief, this paper suggests the following principal explanatory factors:
Objective Factors (Operational Environment)

External politico-milifary conditions
Influential third parties (Global level conditions)
Bilateral relations (Bilateral level conditions)
Regional environment (Regional level conditions)
Economic conditions

Domestic political conditions

3 1 am grateful to Prof. Paul Noble for providing me with his personal analysis of the changes in Syrian
policy along its three dimensions
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Subjective Factors (Priorities, Gains/Losses)

External politico-military concerns
Economic concerns

Domestic political concerns

The conditions above incorporate a number of factors in the literature on
accommodation, including bilateral factors such as “failure of previous policy” ‘anticipated
reciprocity’ (Lebow), and “hurting stalemate™ (Zartman), as well as domestic factors, such as
domestic reforms (Lebow), and other subjective factors related to the calculations of losses and
gains. More importantly, in cases of accommodation in the developing world, there are
additional types of losses/gains that arise from political and economic underdevelopment

(Noble/Bhatti).

sk sk ok ok ol ok ok ok o ok ok ok ok ok ok ok o ok ok ok o sk ok skeook sk kol ok

Objective Factors (Operational Environment)

Developments in the operational environment help shape the psychological
environment of decision-makers in particular their calculations of losses and gains, perhaps
even their priorities in terms of losses and gains.

External politico-military conditions

Role of Influential Third Parties

The involvement of powerful third parties in crisis management can strongly stimulate
the initiation of accommodation between adversaries. Powerful third parties might push a party
to initiate accommodation through helping it to meet its national needs such as external

politico-military needs and domestic/external economic needs. Third parties can exert pressure
by adopting a policy of ‘carrot and stick’; the use of rewards (economic aid, technological

assistance etc) or of constraints (withholding of aid, embargoes, cessation of military assistance,

16



trade restrictions). Moreover, the third parties (in this case the major powers) can resort to joint
pressures to push adversaries to accommodate (joint sanctioning of military intervention, joint
diplomatic initiative, collaboration with an international organization etc). It is also important to
note that in some cases “anticipated reciprocity” might come from the involved third party
rather than from the adversary. For example, the Syrian perception of potential reciprocity in
1991 came from the US initially rather than Israel (Syria’s opponent). This reciprocity was
expressed not so much in the invitation to the peace conference as in assurances that Resolution
242 and the principle of ‘Land for Peace’ fully applied to the Syrian front. At the same time the
United States insisted that Syria modify the procedural dimension of its policy'*. Third parties
can thus act as mediators, manipulators, and/or formulators when intervening between two
opposing factions. There are many examples, especially in the Arab-Isracli conflict, of how
last-minute intervention by Major Powers has prevented an imminent crisis, or saved
negotiations from complete collapse.

Bilateral Relations (the opponent)

Bilateral factors are usually related to the bilateral relationship between the opposing parties.
For example, the perception of a potential ‘irreversible decline’ in the state’s military and
political status can push a party to reassess its policy vis-a-vis the opponent and to engage in
accommodation as a way to avoid any potential existential or territorial losses. Sometimes the
changes in the policies of the opponent can push a party to ré-assess its foreign policy making.
These changes can also help the party shape its perception of gains and losses in the external
politico-military sphere. Bilateral factors include “failure of previous policj” and ‘anticipated

reciprocity’ (Lebow) as well as “hurting stalemate” (Zartman). For example, it has been

" Later when Rabin came at the head of the Israeli government, anticipated reciprocity came from the
Israeli side with the Rabin ‘promise’ that Israel was to withdraw from the occupied territory of 1967 in

exchange for Syrian peace.
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suggested that substantive accommodation can take place between two parties when
“perception of a mutually hurting stalemate” becomes a turning point for both parties to re-
assess their foreign policy; a perceived future crisis that could end up in “looming catastrophe”
could push the adversaries to accommodate as a way of avoiding additional costs in the long
run"’. Leaders are more likely to pursue conciliatory policies when they believe confrontation
has failed, and a new way has to be found to escape the ‘deadlock’. For example, Egyptian
President Sadat took his first peace initiative after the drastic military failure, the costly war
during which Egypt’s battlefield objectives were ruined. The optimal conditions present in
1973 should have led to a better outcome, yet when the war ended the Egyptian army was on
the verge of a drastic military defeat; thus, there was no hope for Egypt to break the Israeli
military forces. At that point Sadat turned to more diplomatic options'®.
Economic conditions

Generally bad economic conditions can increase the pressure on a country to
accommodate as a way to attract financial aid and foreign investment. Changes in the
economic conditions of a country tend to affect the way decision makers manipulate their
foreign policies. However, economic conditions by themselves are not strong enough to shape
foreign policy making. In some cases, economic conditions can pressure a state into joining the
new international system of globalization'’. Some scholars suggest that this generated a need in
many developing countries to engage the broader international community. Developing
countries like Romania, and Syria could not ignore the impact of worldwide changes
(economical, cultural, technological) and might have to consider opening up to more

participation and economic progress in order to maintain domestic political stability by making

3Bhatti, “Pakistan’s accommodative moves vis-a-vis India”, p.24; Stein, Getting To The Table, pp. 175-
205.

16 Lebow, “The Search For Accommodation: Gorbachev in Comparative Perspective”, p. 175.

7 For a very interesting and enjoyable explanation of Globalization, see Thomas Friedman, The Lexus
And the Olive Tree (New York: Random House, 2000)
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life easier for its citizens in economic terms. The point is that this could not be done in isolation
from the United States (the principal power in the world) and its allies (like Israel?). It is
important to add that bad economic conditions can spill over into the domestic political sphere

and threaten the stability or even survivability of the regime.

Domestic political conditions

The role of these factors usually depends on the nature and priorities of a regime.
Some countries decide to initiate accommodation as way of deflecting criticism from the
regime. These are cases of weak fragmented states where the regime lacks legitimacy and
control over strong segments of its society. In cases of internal instability and unrest, domestic
political factors could pressure the regime to settle things with an external adversary in order to
tame internal rivals and maintain its survivability. In other cases, the nature of the state might
allow the regime to manipulate its foreign policies free from the active segments of its society.
In this sense domestic political factors can be constructive.

More often than not domestic political factors can be very damaging to any attempt at
accommodation as they become more likely to restrain it than to encourage it. Thué, public
opinion can be opposed at any peace initiative and as a result attempts at accommodation with
a traditionail enemy could generate or even intensify domestic political opposition. It is not easy
to convince the public of a radical change in a state’s policy without risks of tension and

‘opposition. For example in the case of Pakistan, the government neglected the present and
future losses that might result in case the public was opposed to any sort of accommodation
with India, Pakistan’s traditional foe. According to Bhatti, Pakistani officials overestimated the

advantages of going to the Tashkent Conference (January 1966), and as a result mass protests
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and violent rallies erupted all over the country'®. Domestic political factors are hence very
likely to hamper accommodation, especially in cases of weak and fragmented states that cannot
engage in any accommodative initiative without the support of smaller influential parties, as
well as in situations where the public is just adamantly opposed to peace talks with a traditional

foe.
Subjective Factors (Priorities, Gains/Losses)

External politico-military concerns
A war or a perceived crisis can disturb a prevailing status quo between adversaries, or create a
conflict entailing losses in the external politico-military sphere. In order to avoid further losses
or to reduce present losses, leaders are motivated to initiate accommodation in order to return to
the previous status quo. At this point the parties might resort to some conflict avoidance
measures or confidence building measures. Leaders of developing states also tend to initiate
accommodation in cases of real or perceived threats of territorial or existential losses. When the
intensity of the threat involves loss of territory or statehood, leaders might be strongly
motivated to engage in attempted accommodation with the opponent.
Domestic economic concerns

Severe economic losses might influence leaders to initiate accommodation with the
adversary. This paper highlights the importance of economic factors in the initiation of
accommodation because in an era of globalization/internationalization, economic values have
become increasingly important. External economic losses usually affect a country in the long
run; they can include cessation of economic aid, loss of investment, loss of markets, blocked

access to resources or markets etc. However, sometimes accommodation might produce

8 Bhatti, Pakistan’s Accommodative Moves, p.60-61; The Tashkent declaration represents one of the many
attempts at accommodation between India and Pakistan. This accommodative initiative in 1966 came after
violent conflict between the two sides over Kashmir in 1965.
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external economic losses for one of the involved parties. Domestic economic losses have the
most immediate effect on the involved party and specifically they can affect the position of the
elite in power; needless to say the conditions of the population indirectly determine the ‘fate’ of
the government in power. Many developing states are still in the early stages of
industrialization and are unable to develop their production base. Their agrarian economy,
which makes them dependent on primary products, might expose them to severe economic
costs; thus, an acute economic crisis might push leaders to accommodate as a vway to remove
instability in the country and to attract more foreign investment. In a more stable and secure
environment foreign aid and investment from the capitalist countries would flow in more easily
and stimulate economic growth. A domestic economic crisis might be caused by a war that
damages the fundamental infrastructure and industry of a country. Leaders might accommodate
(though it might not be always the case) in order either to reform the economy and/or stimulate
growth. Low level of GNP/ capita, low levels of GNP growth, and rising inflation are strong
indicators of acute economic crisis; dropping below these levels could mean economic costs
that the developing state cannot afford. For example, scholars suggest that president Sadat’s
decision to initiate accommodation with Israel was influenced in part by the acute economic
crisis that Egypt faced in the 1970’s; the situation got so serious that people were out on the
streets in protest to the rising prices of basic items. Sadat was aware that something had to be
done to stop economic decline and attract foreign assistance to stimulate the economylg. It is
useful to note however, that though perceived or real economic losses are likely to prompt
accommodation, they are not an end point in themselves; sometimes ‘fear’ of future economic
losses can push states to engage in accommodation. This in turn might generate domestic

political losses.

1% See Lebow, “The Search for Accommodation”, p-173
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Domestic political concerns

Because we are discussing developing countries with mostly weak and fragmented
societies it is necessary to examine prospective political losses and regime security concems at
the domestic level. Domestic political losses can play a significant role in the initiation of
accommodation, but are generally more likely to restrain the process itself.

Regimesimight” resort to accommodative strategies as a way to minimize political
losses in the domestic sphere. Domestic losses can result from forces or actors that challenge
the legitimacy and the authority of the regime or the existence of the state; civil wars, religious
conflict, relative deprivation of minorities, ethno-cultural boundary struggles, any internal
physical or verbal challenge to the regime or the elite (armed struggle for liberation, coup
d’etat, riot, irredentism etc) could present serious threats to the national unity of the State or/and
its institutions, its regime®®. As a way to minimize the intensity of the threat and maintain
domestic political stability, a state might accommodate with the external enemy in order to
fight the ‘internal enemy’ and preserve regime security. Moreover, any perceived losses in the
external politico-military sphere (heavy casualties in war, declining power in the global system
and/or regional subsystem, diplomatic isolation) could result in serious threats that might
weaken the regime (threat of overthrow of the regime, change of institutions, replacement of
elite), thus pushing the decision-makers to accommodate with the adversary as a way to
commit more resources to preserve stability at home.

In examining explanations for Syria’s accommodative moves, one needs to consider

both the operational environment (objective factors) and the psychological environment

2% For more details on causes of ethno-political conflicts see Ted Gurr, “Minorities, Nationalists, and Ethno-
Political Conflicts” in C. Crocker and F. Hampton (eds.) Managing Global Chaos: Sources of/and
Responses to International Conflict (Washington D. C.: United States Institute of Peace Press, 1996): pp.
53-77. Also see Michael Brecher and Patrick James, “Crisis Management in the Arab-Israeli Conflict”, in
Ben-Dor G. and Dewitt, Conflict Management In the Middle East (Lexington Mass.: Lexington Books,
1987): pp. 14-15
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(subjective factors) of Syria’s decision makers. When taken separately these factors enhance
the probability of attempts at accommodation, but the presence of factors from both levels is
enough to generate a peace initiative. External politico-military concerns tend‘to be the main
motivating cause behind a country’s accommodative moves. However, economic and domestic
political concerns tend to reinforce the motivation to accommodate with the opponent. The
involvement of third parties at the global level usually facilitates such initiations of
accommodation but cannot force two adversaries to construct peace initiatives if the motivation

is not there; third parties have generally a permissive role.
Methodology

The strategy of inquiry employed in this study is that of comparative method also
known with some variations as ‘controlled comparison’, ‘structured focused comparison’*! and
‘comparative historical analysis’. This case study method involves one actor (Syria), three
phases of attempts at accommodation with Israel, in addition to other phases (before and during
the three phases) characterized by the absence of accommodation. The “negative method”
allow us to consider three historical phases (1991, 1995-°96, 1999-2000) in which Syrian
policy moved toward a more conciliatory path with Israel. In contrast with these cases of
accommodation, this paper examines instances (before 1991, and in the interim phases) where
confrontation predominated. This will enable us to control factors (such as constraints and

other type of factors) that explain changes.

There are, however, some limitations usually attributed to this method. In fact one of its
problems is related to the level of scientific control this method allows. In many situations, the

problem of “many variables, few cases” means that perfect control can never be reached. There

2! The structured-focused comparison method enables us to find generalizable factors that explain Syria’s
response to initiations of accommodation and enables us to analyse the different cases of accommodation in
detail. For more information on structured focused comparison see Alexander George, Bridging the Gap
(Washington, D. C: US Institute of Peace Press, 1993)
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will always be some risk that the scholar will identify a causal relationship, when in reality it is
nothing more than a spurious association.

Fortunately, this problem is not intractable for, as some scholars have suggested, by
examining each case in detail, and by tracing the causal sequence involved, the researcher can
not only identify the factors motivating individual decision makers, but also “discover their
interactive effects and assess their relative importance [...] This makes it unlikely that a
spurious association will be mistaken for a valid causal relationship” One of the greatest
advantages of the comparative method is that it allows for explanations that are both
generalizable across cases and at the same time responsive to the “particular idiosyncrasies of

individual case histories”.

22 For more details on the comparative method, see Rock, Why Peace Breaks Out, pp. 18-21
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~ Chapter 11
Madrid: First Cracks in the Wall

Before we proceed to the analysis of (the factors behind) the initiation of
accommodation in the Syrian-Israeli case, it would be useful to take a look at the changes in
Syrian policy toward Israel since 1970. More specifically, this section looks at Syria’s policy in
the conflict along three dimensions: substantive, behavioural and procedural. **

The substantive dimension refers to policy regarding the existence /recognition of the

other party as well as the terms upon which the conflict might be settled. Behavioural policy

includes the methods used to pursue one’s interests and deal with the conflict situation. Finally,
the procedural dimension refers to issues related to the form (linked vs. separate) and
processes of settlement, including preconditions for negotiations and representation issues. It is
useful to clarify when Syrian foreign policy changed along these three dimensions and what
were the changes that took place.

It is the 1967 War that set the stage for the Arab-Israeli peace process in general. Up to
1967, the stalemate between Israel and its neighbours was maintained while the conflict
seemed stagnant, moving neither towards resolution nor towards war. The Six-day War
transformed the landscape of the Arab-Israeli conflict in many ways. Israel emerged as ‘the
military power” that was able in a pre-emptive attack to control the Sinai desert, the West Bank
of the Jordan River, Gaza, and the strategically important Golan Heights.?* The loss of the
Golan and the circumstances under which it occurred were to haunt the Ba’athist regime in

Syria in the coming years. Many accused Assad, who was then Defence Minister and Air Force

2 I am grateful to Prof. Paul Noble for providing me with his personal analysis of the changes in Syrian

olicy along its three dimensions.
4 For more details on the 1967 war and the Arab-Israeli peace process, see William Quandt, Peace

Process: American Diplomacy and the Arab-Israeli Conflict since 1967, (Washington D. C.. The
Brookings Institution, 2001): pp. 5-23
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Commander, of being responsible for the war’s conduct and outcome. Assad’s perspective was
more pragmatic and less radical than his rival in power at that time who called for-a “popular
war of liberation™; in fact, in foreign policy Assad favoured “a joint strategy” with other Arab
countries to deal with Israel and the territorial losses of 1967.% Interestingly even at that time
he was not for any Syrian military offensive against the enemy and he argued against Syrian
intervention on the side of the Palestinians during “Black September” in Jordan in 1970. Assad
already knew that his country did not have the military capabilities to outmatch> Israeli forces.
By late 1970, he had seized control of Syria and consolidated his relations with Egypt’s Anouar
El-Sadat and for the first time, in 1972, accepted Security Council Resolution 242 but with

certain specific conditions.

I say this in reply to several inquiries, which say we in Syria are against the Security
Council Resolution and that Egypt supports the resolution. We support the Security Council
Resolution when interpreted as providing for the withdrawal of the enemy from the Arab
territory occupied in 1967 and as a confirmation, assertion and realization of the rights of
the Palestinian people. We are against this resolution when it is interpreted as the realization

of new gains for the enemy, consolidation of the aggression, and a stab at the rights of our
Arab people in Palestine. %

These were the first “cracks in the ice” in Syrian substantive policy, marked by Assad’s

acceptance of UN resolution 242 (and hence of Israel’s existence) as long as it involved the
withdrawal of Israeli forces from the territories occupied in 1967, and ensured the return of
rights to the Palestinian people. This step signalled the start of a change in Syrian policy
(towards negotiation) in the Arab-Israeli conflict. Thus, when Egypt decided to go to war in
October 1973, Assad joined in but not without some reluctance. In fact, both Egypt and Syria

were not aiming at any military breakthrough, but for Sadat it was the perfect opportunity to

2 See Itamar Rabinovich, The Brink of Peace: The Israeli-Syrian Negotiations, (New Jersey: Princeton
University Press, 1999): p. 26. For the first time, in March 1972, Assad accepted Security Council
Resolution 242 and this was made clear in the course of his Revolution Day speech where he seemed to
gﬁonsider the principle of a diplomatic settlement as a possible alternative to the military solution.

Ibid. P.26
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force on Israel a political settlement acceptable to the Arab side. Additional signs of change in
Syrian substantive policy emerged in the spring of 1974 as Assad negotiated a disengagement
agreement with the American Secretary of State Henry Kissinger though at the same time
conducting his own battle against Israel. If Syria was willing to negotiate indirectly with Israel,
it was still not ready to make this recognition official.>’For four years, from the Golan
disengagement agreement to Egypt’s acceptance of the Camp David Accords, Syria was an
active party in the US-brokered peace talks. Yet, Assad had made it clear to the Americans that
he would not give up an inch of the Golan Heights and that any settlement had to be
comprehensive, meaning it had to include a solution to the Palestinian problem®®. Moreover,
when the Carter administration came into office with the ‘intention’ of achieving a
comprehensive settlement, Syria responded positively. In fact, Carter seemed to be aware of
Syria’s key role in the region and in 1977 Assad accepted to meet the American president in
Geneva, a step that seemed to reinforce the point that Syria was prepared to accept Israel’s
existence. 2° No significant changes occurred in Syrian substantive policy in the early 1980’s,
as Assad was busy working on his plan to achieve ‘strategic parity’ with the enemy.

With respect to behavioural policy, the 1967 war marked the ‘wake-up’ call for Arab

countries in conflict with Israel. It is only in the aftermath of the war that the Arabs realized
they could not achieve any military victory over Israel as long as the latter maintained military
superiority. However, after the 1973 October War Syria started developing a coherent strategy,
which reflected a readiness to resort to force while at the same time keeping some openness to

negotiations. In fact, Syria maintained the ‘military option’ and sought to build its military

27 As a result of the Agreement, Syria regained part of the Golan while Israel kept the bulk of the territory;
a UN force was arranged to make sure the agreement was maintained. See Rabinovich, The Brink Of
Peace, pp. 28-30

2 See Alasdair Drysdale and Raymond Hinnebusch, Syria And The Middle East Peace Process, (New
York: Council On Foreign Relations Press, 1991): p. 111

* Ibid. pp. 185-186
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capabilities, thus refusing to follow the example of ‘Egyptian flexibility’ in behavioural policy.
While Sadat chose to enter a peace process with the Israeli state, thus dropping any military
alternative to deal with the conflict, Assad maintained a more rigid policy that aimed at
achieving ‘military parity” with the enemy. Hence, if Syria’s behavioural policy started to
change in the aftermath of the 1973 October war, it is only by 1977 that the shjft‘ became
clearer. In fact, the 1976 Red Line Agreement and Assad’s meeting with American President
Jimmy Carter in Geneva in May 1977 clearly imply that Syria was willing at that time to
explore the possibility of negotiations in the resolution of the Arab-Israeli conflict. More

specifically, Syria’s behavioural policy at that time became a combination of military build-up

as well as a willingness to negotiate. Following the Camp David accords in 1979, Syrian
President Assad realized that conditions were not optimal for the Arabs to achieve an
‘honourable’ and ‘comprehensive’ settlement with Israel as long as it maintained military
superiority in the region. Instead, Assad stressed the need to achieve ‘Strategic Parity’ with
Israel before any negotiations would be possible®®. Syria’s behavioural policy went back to
stress the importance of military strength while de-emphasizing negotiations, yet at the same
time avoiding confrontation. The fact that Assad recognized UN resolution 242 marks the
debut of a change in Syrian behavioural policy; the acceptance of negotiation as a possible
option instead of confrontation as the exclusive strategy to deal with Israel, signalled a change

in the country’s behavioural policy. However, it is noteworthy to add that if Syria avoided

%0 Strategic parity implied that Syria build up its military strength in order to narrow the gap that separates
it from Israel. A build-up of Syrian military power was also necessary to present a credible deterrent
posture. Assad’s doctrine of ‘Strategic Parity’ could also be understood according to the political and
strategic developments of the mid-1970s, such as the Egyptian-Israeli treaty, Assad believed that no
honourable and lasting peace could be achieved as long as Israel raintained military preponderance. It
should be mentioned that the concept of Strategic Parity also involved an important political dimension,
namely a common front among eastern Arab states and the backing of a Superpower such as the Soviet
Union etc. See Ahmed S. Khalidi & Hussein Agha, “ The Syrian Doctrine Of Strategic Parity” in The
Middle East In Global Perspective, edited by Kipper Judith and Harold Saunders, (Colorado: West View
Press, 1991): pp. 186-218.
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confrontation in the late 1970’s and later in the 1980°s/90’s, it was still prepared to support low
intensity conflict against Israel and inflict losses upon it. In fact for more than 20 years Syria’s
involvement in Lebanon has been a focal point of the Ba’athist regime’s foreign policies and
domestic politics. In Lebanon, Syrian policy had to find its way through the serious restrictions
imposed by the interests of Israel and Syria’s Arab rivals®'. In the late 1970’s, Syria’s position
in Lebanon faltered, and its regional standing declined with the end of the Jordanian alliance
and Iraq’s mounting pressure. The post-Camp David period witnessed a military contest
between Israel and Syria that was played out entirely in the Lebanese heartland where the two
sides’ agendas included a mixture of shared and mutually contradictory goals. In actual fact,
the Syrian-Israeli relationship in Lebanon is an example of Syrian readiness to achieve a de
facto ‘understanding’ with Israel; through this implicit understanding between the two
countries, one of the shared goals came to be that “neither would allow events in Lebanon to

drag it into all-out war against the other**”

. However, the possibility for a military confrontation
with the opponent was always present; the ‘military option’ was never erased from the Syrian
view. It is useful to note in this context that the ‘Lebanese arena’ always played a crucial role in
Syria’s attempt at reaching parity with Israel in the 1970s and the early 1980s. With the end of
the Cold War, Syria lost its primary patron, the Soviet Union, and as a result the search for
‘Strategic Parity’ was dropped. Yet Assad while playing the ‘Diplomacy card’ also resorted to
the ‘Hizbullah card’ from time to time to pressure Israel when negotiations stalled.

On the procedural level, Syrian policy has always been relatively rigid. Since Assad

seized power in 1970, he has always kept the option of a settlement with Israel open, but

3! Jtamar Rabinovich, “The Changing Prism: Syrian Policy in Lebanon”, in Syria Under Assad: Domestic
Constraints and Regional Risks, Ed. By Moshe Maoz and Avner Yaniv, (London & Sydney: Croom Helm,
1986): pp. 179-190

32 For more details on the evolution of the military balance between Syria and Israel from 1978 to 1990 as
well as a careful analysis focusing on the effects of the close strategic ties that developed between these
states and their respective superpower patrons, see Helena Cobban, The Superpowers And The Syrian-
Israeli Conflict, (Washington, D. C.: The Centre for Strategic and International Studies, 1991): pp. 17-21
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negotiations were always conditional on prior Israeli acceptance of the full application of UN
Security Council resolution 242 to the Syrian front. The Syrian position was also inflexible on
the issue of “linked” negotiations; in other words peace with Israel should necessarily be part of
a ‘comprehensive’ settlement that encompasses other Arab countries in conflict with Israel.
Finally, for a considerable period of time, when it came to the issue of ‘Palestinian
representation’ in negotiations with Israel the Syrian position was equally firm, as Assad
insisted that Palestinians be represented either as a distinct part of a joint Arab delegation or as
a distinct delegation. In either case, they should be represented by the PLO. It is only after the
Madrid Conference that Palestinians were to form their own delegation in negotiations with
Israel. For more than 20 years Syria’s procedural policy almost remained the same for it is
only in 1991 that Assad became prepared to enter quasi-separate negotiations with Israel with
only weak linkages to the Palestinian issue.

The end of the Cold War and the inability of the Soviet Union to continue its support of
Syria’s search for ‘strategic parity’ marked the debut of a more flexible stance in the country’s
procedural poiicy. In fact, Assad had concluded that Mikhail Gorbachev’s new perspective on
the Middle East and the gradual shift in Moscow’s policy toward the United States implied a
reduced Soviet support for Syria. In a private meeting, the Soviet president informed Assad that
Syria should settle for “defensive sufficiency” and drop its searéh for ‘strategic parity’. It is
useful to note that Syria’s efforts to open new relations with Washington were born most
probably after the 1986 and 1987 visits to Moscow>. Even before joining the anti-Iraqi
coalition at the side of the United States during the Gulf War, Damascus was sending several

signals that revealed its intentions to open new diplomatic channels with the US and necessarily

with Israel. The expulsion of Abu Nidal’s organization from Damascus in the summer of 1987

¥Bassel Salloukh, Organizing Politics in the Arab World: State-Society Relations and Foreign Policy
Choices in Jordan and Syria, PH. D. dissertation, McGill University (Montreal, June 2000): pp. 452-453
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was one of the many steps Assad undertook to show a major change in Syrian foreign policy.
In the meantime it should be noted that Syria’s regional worries increased dramatically,
especially after the end of the Irag-Iran war and the rise of Saddam Hussein in the Arab world.
Syria found itself regionally isolated from the rest of the Arab world as its Arab neighbours
rallied around Saddam who chose to challenge his Ba’athi rival in Lebanon.

Moreover, as Syria’s regional isolation grew firmer, the Palestinians, on their part, had
found a way to proclaim an independent Palestinian state and recognize UN resolutions 242
and 338, thus indirectly accepting the existence of Israel. Damascus opted then for an opening
towards Egypt as a sign of re-orientation in Syrian foreign policy. In fact, Syria would now try
to open talks with the United States, fortify its relations with Egypt and move closer to the Gulf
States, more specifically Saudi Arabia. This re-examination of its foreign policy manifested
itself not only in Syria’s turn toward Cairo and Washington but also in its mending of its
military ties with Iran. In fact, by using its influence on the Iranian regime, Assad assured the
release of two American hostages in Lebanon in April 1990 as a sign of improving his relations
with the dominant Superpower’®. These were the emerging signs of flexibility in Syria’s

procedural policy and its desire to open a dialogue with the United States and eventually Israel.
Initiation of Accommodation

In October 1991, Israel, Syria, and all of Israel’s neighbours sat down together at a
Peace conference in Madrid with the aim of reaching peace agreements among them. Already
in July of that year, Syria’s president Assad gave a positive reply to the joint American/Soviet
invitation to the Madrid Peace conference ﬁaus making important concessions on the procedural

terms that Syria had always insisted on; namely that Syria would engage for the first time in

3 Ibid. pp. 457-459
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‘bilateral negotiations’ with Israel as opposed to participating in “negotiations as part of a
united Arab delegation” and under a limited UN role. *

Hence, it was not until the fall of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War that
things started to move again. Assad realized that to build any kind of relationship with
Washington, he had to make peace with the Israeli state. Syria’s acceptance of the American
invitation to the Madrid Peace conference in 1991 marks a clear change in Syrian foreign
policy. In fact, Assad has always insisted on making Syria’s participation in any peace
conference with Israel conditional on a significant UN role, but in 1991 Assad accepted the
joint American-Soviet invitation to the Madrid peace conference, thus dropping his previous
insistence on a UN-sponsored conference. Obviously the concessions made by president
Assad indicated further evolution of his gsubstantive policy, but extended recognition of Israel
was still not official; Syria still insisted that in the final settlement Israel had first to agree to a
full withdrawal from the Golan Heights as stated by the Security Council Resolution 242 or the
‘land for peace’ formula; a condition that the Shamir government adamantly opposed.

With the collapse of the Soviet bloc, Syria found itself forced to stop its search for
“strategic parity”” and sought to improve its ties with the United States, hence accepting to open
a dialogue with Israel but with conditions. This change in Syria’s behavioural policy was
obvious when Assad took his decision to join the American led-coalition against Iraq in 1990.
However, while dropping its search for “strategic parity” Syria continued to acquire advanced
weapons from several countries such as the Soviet Union and North Korea, in order to improve
its ability to defend itself in case negotiations stalled. Most impc;rtantly, if Assad decided to
play his ‘diplomacy’ card by going to Madrid, he still relied on the ‘Hizbullah’ card to enter

negotiations on a strong footing. In fact, even after Assad accepted the joint American-Soviet

35Drysdale and Hinnebusch, Syria and the Middle East Peace Process, p. 147
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invitation to Madrid the Israeli-Lebanese border continued to be a zone of mounting tension
and this was a constant reminder of Syria’s ability to use Hizbullah as a way to strengthen its
position in the negotiations with Israel. Hence, Syrian willingness to embark on negotiations
indicated a change in the balance of its behavioural policy.

As mentioned before, the American rise to dominance, accelerated by the collapse of
the Soviet Union, obliged Syria to try to improve its relations with the US. By 1990, there were
clear changes taking place in Syria’s policy, as it joined the anti-Iraq coalition to show its
interest in guaranteeing Syrian participation in the peace process. Moreover, Syria withdrew its
support from several terrorist organizations and worked to release the American hostages held
in Lebanon as a sign of proving its ‘good will’ to the dominant Superpower. The visits by
Secretary of State James Baker to Damascus in September 1990 and the meeting between
American President Bush and Syrian President Assad in November 1990, underline the
importance that both Damascus and Washington placed on building a closer relationship and
revealed a more flexible stance in Syria’s foreign policy*®. It should not be forgotten that Syria
accepted negotiations even without Israel’s clear acceptance of the applicability of UN
resolution 242 to the Syrian front, thus revealing greater flexibility in its procedural policy. For
the first time, Assad accepted‘to enter quasi-separate negotiations despite the fact that the
Israeli government at that stage did not seem ready to make any commitment to withdraw from
the occupied territories. Nevertheless, despite the change in his country’s procedural policy,
Assad still insisted on a full Israeli withdrawal from the occupied Golan, and on the
‘comprehensiveness’ of any settlement with Israel.

In this case the initiation of accommodation came from a powerful third party, the

United States. Though it is not uncommon for an influential third party to formulate a peace

3 Ibid. pp. 148-149
33



proposal, usually it is one of the parties directly involved in the conflict that makes the first
steps towards accommodation with the opponent. The American invitation to Syria came right
after the latter’s salient move in joining the US-led coalition against Iraq during the second Gulf
War. The Bush and Baker team realized at that time the important role that Syria played in any
peace (or war) coalition in the Middle East. From then on the Bush administration decided to
make considerable efforts to bring Syria into a peace process with Israel as part of a wider plan
in the resolution of the Arab-Israeli conflict. It is useful to add that Syrian acceptance of the
joint American-Soviet proposal came only after the US Letter of Assurance to Syria, which
included explicit statements of great significance to the Syrians; namely references to the ‘land
for peace’ principle as applicable to all fronts including the Golan Heights, as well as the
reaffirmation that the US “does not intend to recognize or accept unilateral actions by Israel

with regard to imposing its laws, rule or administration on the Golan Heights>’.

Explanations of Syrian Accommodative Moves

In brief, with the collapse of the Soviet Union and the changes on the regional and
international levels, Syria found itself forced to re-assess its foreign policy and look for a new
option to compensate for the loss of Soviet support. The signs that emanated from Damascus at
that time convinced the United States that times were ‘ripe’ for an attempt at accommodation
between Israel and Syria in order to reach a more comprehensive peace accord that would
include all of Israel’s Arab neighbours. Thus, Washington initiated accommodation and Syria
responded to this initiative by accepting the invitation to the Madrid Peace Conference. In this
context, the role of influential third parties, namely the Soviet Union and most importantly the

United States, is crucial in triggering the rapprochement between the two parties. In one sense

37 Middle East Contemporary Survey, Vol. XV, 1991, Ed. by Bruce Maddy-Weitzman and Ami Ayalon,
(Oxford: Westview Press, 1991): p. 119.
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the role and policies of the third parties were at the very least stimulus and permissive causes,
but at the same time they had an efficient causality role, which shaped Assad’s perception of
likely losses and gains, especially in the external politico-military sphere. In addition, the main
motivating cause behind Syria’s positive response to the American initiative in 1991 was
President Assad’s desire to recover all his losses (real and perceived) in the external politico-
military sphere. To understand the motivation behind Syria’s accommodative moves one has

to look at both the intensity of losses as perceived by Assad vis-a-vis Israel and the United

States in the present and in the future, as well as the possible gains that might come (not only in
the external politico-military sphere) from this shift towards accommodation. In fact, the
prospects of drawing economic benefits that could in turn ease domestic political concerns
were additional motivating causes shaping the decision of Syria’s president to join the Madrid
Peace conference at the side of the Israeli state.

Objective Factors (Permissive, Stimulus and Efficient causes)

External Politico-Military Conditions

Influential third parties: The involvement of powerful third parties in conflict
management can be crucial when it comes to cases of accommodation in the developing world.
In the immediate aftermath of the Gulf War, many of the circumstances previously hamperiﬁg
progress in the Arab-Israeli peace process seemed to be changing. The collapse of the Soviet (
Union and the rise of the United States to dominance pushed Syria to improve relations with
Washington and this required making accommodative moves toward the Israeli state. It is
generally argued that the collapse of the Soviet bloc and the loss in Soviet support to Syria was

the real factor behind Syria’s decision to re-assess its policies in the region. When Moscow

stated its preference for a negotiated settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict and pushed Syria to

seek a political solution to the conflict, Assad realized that the foundations of his “strategic
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