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    Introduction


    This book addresses the subject of the political geography of Greater Syria, or Bilad al-Sham, which is the geographical region that extends from the Palestinian border with Sinai and from the Gulf of Aqaba in the south to the Alexandretta region adjacent to Cilicia in the north, and from the western Mediterranean coast in the west to the Syrian Desert until the Boukamal region on the banks of the Euphrates in the east. The Sinai Peninsula separates Greater Syria from Egypt but does not form a barrier between the two – as is the case with Cilicia in the north, which forms an extension to Greater Syria with the Taurus Mountains and serves as a connection with the Anatolia Plateau. Eastwards, the Euphrates does not constitute a natural barrier between Greater Syria and Mesopotamia but on the contrary forms a connection between the two regions. The Nafud Desert forms an extension to the Syrian Desert as well as which connects the latter to Hail in the north of the Nejd Plateau, leaving Syria exposed to Bedouin excursions from that region and from the Arabian Peninsula and therefore exposed to influences from those regions. I had finished, in 2004, my doctorate dissertation on Syrian foreign policy (Syrian Arab Republic) and noticed that Greater Syria (with its aforementioned borders) was never united except when it was part of a wider political entity, as it was in the days of the Assyrians and Persians until the fourth century bce, the Romans and Byzantines until the seventh century, during the Umayyad and the First Abbasid periods until the end of the ninth century, and during the days of the Ayyubids, Memluks and Ottomans. I noticed that Syrian politics in the twentieth century was very unstable due to the competition of three geopolitical spheres, namely Iraq, Turkey and Egypt, in the Near East for Syria, while Lebanon was a constant gateway through which the Western powers could interfere in Syrian affairs. We can thus understand, in this context, the series of coups in Syria between 1949 and 1970. The reason Syria has enjoyed stability under President Hafez al-Assad is that he has been able to impose strong authority and control of Damascus, the main axis of Greater Syria.


    This realization pushed me to delve into history to try to compare Syria in the twentieth century to Syria in previous eras from the dawn of history until the end of the nineteenth century, passing through the Egyptian, Sumerian, Babylonian, Assyrian, Persian, Hellenic, Roman, Byzantine, Arab and Ottoman periods. I found that Syria’s position between Mesopotamia in the east, Anatolia in the north, and Egypt and the Arabian Peninsula in the south made it subject to competition between forces that occupied those geostrategic spheres. In addition, the Syrian Desert is the Achilles’ heel of the southeastern region of Syria, which made it subject to migrations and influences from the Arabian Peninsula and the Nejd Peninsula. Therefore, Syrian policy in modern times must be understood in the context of agreement or conflict with the policies of Iraq, Turkey, Egypt and Saudi Arabia. It is also not possible to ignore the role of Iran, since it has been geopolitically complementary with Iraq since the dawn of history. The influence of those spheres is not restricted to Syrian foreign policy but extends to interaction with the cultural, economic and social groups, which transforms the geopolitical influences to the cultural, economic and social influence. I have tried to distinguish between Greater Syria as a geographic region, and Syria, or the Syrian Arab Republic, as a modern political entity.


    This book is divided into eleven chapters. The first chapter deals with the struggle for Greater Syria since the dawn of time until the tenth century ce and focuses on Syria’s central role in international relations and the competition of major powers to control Syria. That was evidenced by the signing of the first international treaty between the King of the Hittites and the Egyptian Pharaoh Ramses II on Syrian territory in 1284 bce. The second chapter deals with the wars that erupted for the control of Syria between the eleventh century and the beginning of the fourteenth century followed by the peace period under the Memluks in the early sixteenth century. The third chapter discusses the fall of Syria and the other Arab countries under the Ottoman Empire and the international changes that occurred until the end of the eighteenth century. The fourth chapter explores the weakness in the Ottoman Empire during the nineteenth century and the colonial struggle for the Orient among countries that considered Syria the gateway through which the Ottoman Empire and the Arab and Islamic worlds could be penetrated. The fifth chapter focuses on the period that followed the collapse of the Ottoman Empire and the division of Greater Syria between Britain and France in the form of a French mandate on Syria and Lebanon (central and northern Greater Syria) and a British mandate over Palestine and Jordan (southern Greater Syria). The sixth chapter covers the period that followed Syrian independence from France in 1946 until the beginning of Hafez al-Assad’s rule in 1970. It analyses the reasons for the series of coups in Syria and that coloured political life in the 1950s and 60s. The seventh chapter concentrates on the period of President Hafez al-Assad in the 1970s and 80s and analyses the factors behind the stability of al-Assad’s regime in addition to the challenges that faced him in that era. The eighth chapter discusses the challenges that faced Syria at the end of the Cold War, with a focus on the peace negotiations between 1991 and 1996. The ninth chapter deals with the regional and international changes that, upon analysis, lead to comprehension of the international changes that occurred at the beginning of the third millennium. This compound analysis through history will attempt, in Chapters nine and ten, to understand the political changes that occurred during the term of President Bashar al-Assad, leading to an analysis of the causes of the current crisis from the point of view of the geopolitical influences of the Middle East on Syria in the final chapter.

  


  
    Chapter 1


    Syria: early history until the Middle Ages


    Year twenty one, the first month of winter, day twenty one of the rule of his majesty the king of the tribal face and the nautical face, Ramses Mari Amon, giver of everlasting life and the beloved of Amon Ra … On this day, the messenger of the great king of Khita, Khato Seel, came to the Pharaoh requesting peace from his majesty … And on this day, an everlasting good peace and a nice fraternity has begun … And the great head of Khita will not attack the land of Egypt ever and will not take anything from it nor will the great ruler of Egypt attack the land of Khita to take anything from it ever … And if another enemy should invade the lands of the great ruler of Egypt and he demanded assistance from the great ruler of Khita, the great head of Khita should slaughter his enemy … And if another enemy should attack the land of Khita and the great king of Khita should send to the great king of Egypt for help, the great king of Egypt should send forth his soldiers and wagons.


    This is a segment from the peace treaty between King Ramses II and the King of the Hittites after the Battle of Qadish in 1284 bce – a battle that failed to result in victory for either of the two parties. It was the first recorded international treaty in history and provides proof of the central role of Syria in international relations since the dawn of time.


    The Near East in antiquity


    The early third millennium bce saw the rise of the first major settlements around the Nile River and in Mesopotamia. These areas, characterized by annual floods that contributed to fertilizing the fields, made it possible to cultivate the land on a permanent basis.1 The inhabitants of these areas had to cope with this contingency and with the lack of sufficient rainfall by learning how to build dams, a complex network of canals, dykes and reservoirs.2 The development of agriculture led to an overproduction of certain crops, which made possible the development of trade. This economic development led to the rise of cities and urban life in Mesopotamia and the Nile Valley. Writing was also invented in these two areas in order to keep a record of crops and revenues from agriculture and trade. Yet there was a difference between the two areas that manifested itself in differences in each society. On the one hand Mesopotamia fell between two rivers, hence its name, whereas Egypt depended only on one river. This made the Egyptian society highly centralized and more stable than that of Mesopotamia. In addition, while Egypt, since the early third century bce, had fallen under the rule of one kingdom, Mesopotamia was often divided between contending kingdoms. Furthermore, Egypt was surrounded by large deserts from the west, the south and the east, which made it less vulnerable to Bedouin incursions than Mesopotamia, which was often prey to Bedouin migrations from neighbouring Arabia.3 This forced Mesopotamia to develop a more sophisticated mercantile economy, as competition among contending kingdoms in that region centred over the control of trade routes along the rivers. In Egypt, the centralized system monopolized trade in the hands of the Pharaoh and his agents.4


    In that era, merchants used donkeys, bulls and camels to transport their merchandise. However, they discovered that a larger load of goods could be transported at a cheaper coast via ships sailing along the rivers. This helped to expand trade in Egypt and Mesopotamia.5 Trade was destined to develop in the latter as small investors were able to break free from the religious establishment’s control, which led to the rise of an independent mercantile class in the Mesopotamian kingdoms, which in turn had an impact on political developments in that region.6 This explains the need to develop a simpler form of writing (the alphabet), as merchants needed to keep records of their trade and did not have as much time as priests to dedicate to learning a complicated alphabet. In Egypt, trade remained in the hands of the Pharaoh and his associates, which delayed the rise of imperial aspirations in that land. The development of trade lay behind the rise of the first empire in history: that of Sargon of Akkad. This ruler would expand his control over the whole Mesopotamian area. In addition, he extended his empire over northern Syria, imposing himself as mediator of all trade coming from the lower Indus Valley and passing through the Arab–Persian Gulf to Mesopotamia and onto the eastern Mediterranean towards its final destination in Europe.7


    
      [image: 1_The Akkadian Empire.jpg]


      
        The Akkadian Empire

      

    


    Egypt would establish its empire just seven centuries after the Akkadian Empire. Unlike Sargon’s empire, the Egyptian Empire would be created by an external rather than internal factor. By the early second millennium bce nomads from Arabia (the Hyksos) arrived in the Syrian Desert and later established themselves in the Sinai Peninsula.8 A few decades later these nomads were able to overwhelm the Egyptians and establish their control over Egypt for nearly two centuries. By the mid-sixteenth century bce, the Egyptians were able to free themselves from the Hyksos. They had learned their lesson: Sinai should always be under Egypt’s control, but Egypt’s security went far beyond that border, extending deep into Syria, from where the Hyksos came. Egypt went about establishing an empire by extending its control over the Red Sea, the east Mediterranean, and southern Syria (Jordan and Palestine). Competition over trade with India would divide Arabia between a western part under Egyptian hegemony, and an eastern part under Mesopotamian hegemony.9 As early as the second millennium bce the prospects of trade in the Persian Gulf were enhanced whenever there was a strong state in Mesopotamia, while prospects of prosperous trade in the Red Sea were enhanced whenever there existed a strong state in Egypt.10 By the mid-second millennium bce the Great Babylonian Empire broke down due to the weakening of central authority on one hand, and the pressure exerted by emigration from the Persian plateau on the other hand. The empire established a few centuries earlier by Sargon broke apart and the northwestern part of Mesopotamia saw the rise of the Mitanni state, while the southeastern part fell under the Kassites. Meanwhile, a new power (the Hittites) established their state in the Anatolian plateau. Having previously been an extension of Babylonian influence on the Anatolian plateau, the Hittites broke free after the disintegration of the first Babylonian Empire.11 In an attempt to tap into the trade of India passing through Mesopotamia, the Hittites extended their control over parts of Cilicia and northern Syria.


    Syria would also be open to incursions from Arabia. The Arabian Desert extended as far as Palmyra, where it merged with the Syrian Desert or al-Badiya al-Souriyya, and Mosul in central Iraq.12


    The struggle begins


    The fate of Syria was sealed around this time. Starting from the mid-second millennium bce, it was destined to become the arena of competition between the Mitannis in northern Mesopotamia, the Hittites in Anatolia, and the Egyptians, while also being open to interactions with the Arabian Peninsula. This would be most evident in the developments of the thirteenth century bce, which saw the first multilateral crisis in the history of the world, one involving the Egyptians, the Hittites and the Mitannis.
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    With the appearance of the Hittites on the scene, the Egyptians were no longer content with imposing their hegemony over southern Syria (Jordan, Palestine and the coastal region) to repel Bedouin incursions into Sinai. The Hittite presence in northern Syria opened the way to further expansion southwards at the expense of the Egyptians. Ramses II was concerned about Egypt’s security, aware that losing control over Syria would prove fatal to Egypt, as shown by the Hyksos interlude. Ramses II wanted to establish a stable frontier behind which he could feel secure. His strategic insight made him realize that the only place he could secure this border was along the Taurus Mountains, which formed a natural dividing line between Syria and Anatolia. This led to a major battle between the Egyptians and the Hittites in Qadesh near present-day Homs in the Syrian Arab Republic. In 1284 bce the Egyptian and Hittite armies confronted each other, but the ensuing battle proved to be indecisive. News of mobilization of the Mitanni army caused Ramses II to call for the ending of hostilities with Mitelay II, the Hittite king. To counter the Mitanni threat, Ramses II proposed to Mitelay II the signing of a treaty of alliance against the Mitannis. It would be the first international treaty in history, and a copy of it is preserved in the Archaeological Museum of Istanbul.


    By the second millennium bce, Syria had become the juncture of all major international trade routes. On the one hand, trade coming from India to the Persian Gulf destined for Mesopotamia would pass through northern Syria on its way to the east Mediterranean. On the other hand, trade coming from India to Yemen, would continue its way either through Hijaz towards the heart of Syria with its destination Anatolia, or would proceed through the Red Sea towards Egypt, to pass through the Syrian coast stretching from Ashkelon in the south to Messina in the north to end also in the east Mediterranean.13 However, the long period of conflict between the three contending powers of the Near East – the Hittite, Egyptian and Mitannian states – led to the exhaustion of their economies, which impacted on the region.14 The collapse of all three powers paved the way for the rise of a new power in the region, Assyria, which would be the first to unite the whole ‘civilized world’ under its banner and thus impose the first instance of globalization in history as it controlled all trade routes of the Near East. For the first time ever, one power would control parts of northern Persia, Mesopotamia, Cilicia, Syria and Egypt. Its economic domain extended far beyond its political borders. In the East it controlled the trade routes as far as India, and in the West it dominated the trade in the eastern Mediterranean. The Assyrian hegemony would be imposed on the region for several centuries and, as trade prospered, Syriac spread as the dominant language in the region, later to become the sole language there for several centuries.


    The Persian and Hellenic age


    By the early first millennium bce the camel had been domesticated and this helped to revolutionize trade via land. Trade was expanded across new horizons, as it was possible to organize camel caravans that could cross long distances on rough terrain, especially arid and desert territories. This development led to the opening of a new land trade route, originating in China, and passing through Central Asia and the Persian plateau towards Mesopotamia and Anatolia. The expansion of trade via land made it possible for the rise of a new power that would be the first not to be centred along a major river. It was in this context that Persia rose in the eighth century bce and was able to dominate Mesopotamia, Anatolia, Syria and Egypt by the late sixth century bce. The Persians imposed their ‘Pax-Persiana’ for two centuries in a region extending as far as Thrace and Macedon in the West, and the borders of China in the East after subduing Central Asia and parts of northwestern India.


    The Persians adopted the culture of the previously hegemonic Assyrians, Babylonians and Egyptians, and adopted Syriac as the official language of the state.15 This explains why Syriac continued to prevail in the Near East and Persia until the advent of the Greeks in the late fourth century bce. The Achaemenid golden age extended from the rule of Cyrus the Great (559–529 bce) until the rule of Xerxes I (486–465 bce), after which the Persian Empire gradually started to decline, leading to several rebellions in Egypt that ended in the independence of this country by the early fourth century bce.16 The lesson learned from the Hyksos was still remembered. Egypt’s independence could only be guaranteed if southern Syria came under Egyptian control and this explains the rebellions against Persian rule in Palestine and the Phoenician city states, especially Sidon.17
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    By that time the Macedonians were able to extend their control over Thrace, the Greek cities and parts of the Balkans. By the year 334 bce Alexander, who succeeded his father Philip to the throne of Macedon, crossed to Anatolia with an army forty thousand strong. He was able to defeat the Persians in three major battles. The Battle of Granicus in 334 bce made him master of the Anatolian Plateau, the Battle of Issus in 333 bce made him master of Syria and Egypt, and the Battle of Gaugamela in central Iraq made him master of the Persian realm.18 Alexander adopted Babylon as his capital and considered himself as heir to the defeated and slain Darius, the last Achaemenid emperor.
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    The death of Alexander in 323 bce ended the unity of his empire. His generals fought for succession for nearly forty years. In the end Macedon, Greece and the Balkans were separated from the rest of the empire, while Seleucos extended his domain over the region between Anatolia in the West and India in the East. Egypt was given to Ptolemy, and his dynasty ruled the country until the coming of Julius Caesar in 44 bce and the imposition of Roman rule over the country. To secure their independence from the Seleucids, the Ptolemids were keen on extending their control over southern Syria (Palestine and Jordan). The Seleucids’ centre of power in Syria was based around the Orontes River in northern Syria.19 This explains why Seleucos built the city of Antioch, where the Orontes ends in the Mediterranean, and made it the provincial capital of Syria.
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    By the late second century bce the Parthians were able to occupy Persia and Mesopotamia, having wrested these from the Seleucids. This made them masters of the land trade routes with India and China, and as they also blocked the maritime trade routes coming from India via the Persian Gulf, they imposed themselves as mediators of trade coming from India and China destined for the eastern Mediterranean.20


    As the Near East was once more divided between three contending powers – the Seleucids centred in Anatolia and Cilicia, the Ptolemids in Egypt, and the Parthians in Persia and Mesopotamia – Syria became divided between a northwestern part under Seleucid rule, a Palestine part under Ptolemid rule, and an eastern part under Parthian rule. Jordan at the time was ruled by the Nabateans, with Petra as their capital. The Ptolemids of Egypt set themselves to revive trade via the Red Sea with India. The Nabateans of Petra, relying on trade, saw that it was highly beneficial for them to establish good relations with Egypt and willingly accepted coming under Ptolemid tutelage.21 By the early second century bce the Ptolemids started to decline. As the Parthians were trying to extend their hegemony westwards and the Seleucids were seeking to extend their control southwards, the Ptolemids felt threatened by the possibility of southern Syria being lost to either one of their foes.
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    It was at this time that the Israelites in Palestine rebelled against Hellenic hegemony. They were encouraged most likely by the Parthians, who maintained good relations with the Jews, like their Achaemenid predecessors. This may be what caused the Moabites, allies of the Egyptians, to seek to extend their rule to the west of the Jordan River so as to prevent the fall of Palestine under Parthian influence. This might also explain why the second Jewish state would be ruled by Moabite kings, a hugely controversial development among the Jews as, according to Jewish tradition, the King of Israel should be from the line of David. The Moabites were the descendants of an Arab tribe that had converted to Judaism; hence their rule was challenged by Israeli tradition.22


    Romans-Byzantines vs Parthians-Sassanids


    By the year 64 bce the Romans invaded Syria and made it a Roman province. Soon after, they invaded Egypt and rendered the Mediterranean a Roman lake. By controlling the Mediterranean, the Romans were able to establish an empire that ruled the world for many centuries. The Mediterranean is unique in that it connects Western Europe with North Africa and the Middle East. By connecting to the Middle East, a geographical unit was created that formed the main Eurasian axis which consisted of Asia and Europe.23 Control of the Mediterranean allowed a power to exert its influence totally on central and Eastern Europe, the Middle East and Africa.24 The Mediterranean’s importance lay in the fact that it formed a central axis in the international transportation system.25 This made it a strategic cornerstone of any superpower with dreams of international hegemony yet reliant on maritime transportation.26 The Romans imposed political unity on Syria, turning it into a Roman province with its capital in Antioch. The only challenge to the Romans in Syria came from the Parthians from their base in Mesopotamia.


    Starting from the third century onwards, a fresh challenge would escalate with the rise of the Sassanids to the throne of Persia. By that time, the Persians had extended their hegemony to Hira on the west bank of the Euphrates and made the Lakhmid rulers of that Arab kingdom their vassals. The Lakhmids, egged on by the Persians, started to make incursions into the Syrian Desert as far as Damascus itself. To counter this infringement on the borders of Syria, the Romans lent their support to Odaenathus, ruler of the Kingdom of Palmyra from 260–267 ce. Shortly after sealing this alliance, Odaenathus was able to repel a Persian invasion led by the Emperor Shapur himself. This prompted the Romans to appoint him co-regent of the Orient, with his domain extending from Egypt and Anatolia in the west to the shores of the Euphrates in the east.27 The crisis that hit the Roman Empire during the fifth century caused their domain to shrink in the Orient to Syria and Egypt, leaving the Arab Peninsula under direct or indirect Persian hegemony.28 Things would change during the days of the Byzantinian emperor Justinian the Great. After he ascended to the throne of Byzantium, first as co-emperor with his uncle Justin in 517 ce, then as sole emperor after Justin’s death in 527, he set himself to regain the territories lost to various Germanic tribes in the western part of the Mediterranean. He was partially successful in this, regaining much of North Africa, and parts of Spain and Gaul. In the East he decided to boost the influence of Byzantium and challenge Persian hegemony, mainly in Arabia.29
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    Under Roman rule, Syria would be politically united one more time. Except for brief periods of Persian occupation, it would be a Roman and Byzantine province for nearly seven centuries. However, the geopolitical struggle between Anatolia, Egypt and Mesopotamia would take a cultural and religious form. In the fourth century ce the Emperor Constantine moved his capital to Byzans, which became Constantinople, and acknowledged Christianity as the one religion of the Roman Empire. He was baptized on his deathbed. What made Constantine acknowledge Christianity and convert to the new religion was his belief that it would be the religion that would unite the people of the empire at a time when its administration and troops could no longer fulfil that task.30 However, this unifying factor proved to be as divisive as the pagan religions that had prevailed previously, each reflecting national and ethnic identities.


    Hellenism was the official culture of the state. In Anatolia the majority of the population were hellenized, as the region was predominantly Greek. In Syria and Egypt, Hellenic culture remained confined to the urban upper elite, while the lower classes and those in rural areas retained their Syriac and Arabic cultural identity.31 These cultural differences were reflected in the spread of the Greek Orthodox faith in the Balkans and Anatolia with Constantinople as its centre. The Monophysite version of Christianity spread in Syria and Egypt with Alexandria as its centre. Mesopotamia would enter the cultural struggle by having its own version of Christianity – Nestorianism – after Bishop Nestorius and his followers were expelled from Byzantine territories in the fourth century due to his disagreement with the Bishop of Constantinople over religious issues related to the nature of Christ. All three versions would compete in Syria, with the Egyptian Church having the upper hand.


    Justinian wanted to find a way to avoid trade with India and China having to pass through the Sassanid territories. For this reason he tried to revive trade via the Red Sea, which had declined in the previous century. He encouraged his Abyssinian allies to extend their control over the southern part of the Red Sea and to take over Yemen, which was then ruled by the Himyarites who were allied to the Persians.32 With Byzantine support, the Abyssinians invaded Yemen in the year 525 ce after the massacre of the Christians of Najran at the hands of the Himyarites under their king Dhu Nuwas.33 In the north, Justinian was concerned with repelling the incursions of the Lakhmids and, to this end, he allied himself to the Ghassanids, who were settled in southern Syria. Hence, the Ghassanids established a kingdom in modern-day Jordan and the south of the Syrian Arab Republic with their capital in Busra.34 Justinian even tried to extend his hegemony into eastern Arabia by forging an alliance with the Kinda tribe, who had established a kingdom in Najd and along the western shores of the Persian Gulf. The competition over Arabia with the Persians, who were already in control of southern Iraq and Oman, prompted both superpowers and their allies to try to win the allegiance of various Arab tribes in the Arabian Peninsula. This explains the Jahiliyya wars between various contending tribes.35 It was also the reason for the spread of Byzantine Christianity in the Arab Peninsula.36 The Persians in their turn would sponsor Judaism, and this would lead to the conversion of the Himyarite kings to Judaism as a sign of allegiance to Persia after their relations with Christian Abyssinia grew strained and ended in the Abyssinian invasion of Yemen in 525 ce.


    Syria united under the Arabs


    It was in this context that Mecca rose to prominence as a commercial city, soon to become the economic centre of Arabia. The city became the most important outpost for trade coming from India to Yemen and passing through Hijaz towards Syria and onwards to its final destination in Anatolia and Europe. This trade strengthened relations between the Meccan elite and Syrian merchants located mainly in Damascus.37 The Byzantines imposed direct rule over coastal and northern Syria in addition to Damascus. Their hold over Anatolia facilitated their control of the northern coastal region of Syria, just as their domination of Egypt facilitated their control of the southern coastal region between Sidon and Ashkelon. As they were not in control of the hinterland of Arabia they had to control the area east of the Jordan River through a proxy state, the Ghassanids. By the early seventh century a major war erupted between the Persians and the Byzantines. The Persians were initially successful and were able to take over much of Anatolia. This enabled them to extend their control of Syria, which opened the way to invasion of Egypt. As a result, the Ghassanid state withered away, having lost its raison d’être: to protect the borders of Byzantine Syria.38 However, the Byzantines were able to reverse the tide of the war under Emperor Hercules, who defeated the Sassanids in the year 629 ce and was able to regain the lost provinces of Anatolia, Syria and Egypt. Unfortunately for them, the Byzantines had little time to enjoy their success, as they were soon to lose Syria and Egypt to the conquering Muslim Arabs. By the year 644 ce the whole of Syria and Egypt except for Alexandria was conquered by Arab Muslim troops, who also invaded Mesopotamia and parts of Persia. The conquests would continue for another century until the Arabs established an empire stretching from the shores of the Atlantic Ocean in the West to the borders of China in the East.


    The ease with which Syria and Iraq were conquered cannot be explained by the fact that Byzantium and Persia were exhausted by their wars, nor by the military skills of the Arab conquerors. The reason for this swift conquest was the fact that Syria was Arabized long before the conquests. Hence, the inhabitants of Syria and Iraq felt sympathetic towards their conquerors and perceived their Byzantine and Sassanid rulers as alien Greeks and Persians.39 The decisive battle between the Byzantines and their Arab conquerors was on the shores of the Yarmuk River, a tributary of the Jordan on the border between present-day Jordan and the Syrian Arab Republic. The moment Jordan was taken by the Arab conquerors, the Byzantines were obliged to retreat to their defensive line in northern Syria, later to be repelled to Anatolia behind the Taurus Mountains.


    With the conquest of Syria, the mercantile elite of Mecca saw new opportunities for trade. Before the conquest, they were mere mediators of trade between Yemen and Damascus. After the conquest, they came into control of Yemen on the one hand and Damascus on the other. Hence, the whole trade route came under their control from either end. This explains why Caliph Omar appointed Yazid bin Abi Soufyan, son of the former leader of Quraysh, as governor of Syria with Damascus as its capital. After Yazid’s death, his brother Mu’awiya succeeded him.


    In a war for control of trade through the eastern Mediterranean, the Umayyads made successive attempts to conquer Constantinople. Having established a strong base for their rule in Syria, the Umayyads would transform the Syrian regions that had previously been infiltrated by neighbouring Anatolia, Egypt and Mesopotamia, into zones from which the Umayyads could now control these neighbouring countries instead. As the Umayyads were in control of modern-day Jordan and Palestine, they could easily control Egypt. In the north, as they controlled the coastal region, they could extend their grasp over Cilicia and isolate the Byzantines behind the Taurus Mountains. Furthermore, having established a hold over the eastern part of Syria they could extend their control over Mesopotamia, and from Egypt they could make further inroads into North Africa. From their base in Mesopotamia, they could control the region between Persia and the borders of China. And from northern Syria they could control Cilicia and keep the Byzantines isolated behind the Taurus Mountains while extending their influence over the Caucasus.
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    Centre of the world!


    For nearly a century, Syria would be the centre of the world, with Damascus being the capital of a global system stretching from the shores of the Atlantic Ocean to the borders of China. However, the Umayyads had a very delicate task at hand: they had to balance a commercial elite centred in Damascus with a neighbouring tribal rural area, located in the Syrian Desert and exerting mounting pressure on the urban centres, especially in Damascus. The tribes would eventually gain the upper hand and, gradually, the urban centres started to lose ground to the tribal rural neighbourhoods.40 This was exacerbated by a decline in trade passing through Syria coupled with the inability of the Umayyads to develop an efficient bureaucracy that could manage an ever-expanding empire. All these factors led to the collapse of Umayyad rule at the hands of the Abbasids in 750 ce.41 The Abbasids moved their centre of power to Iraq for political reasons, as Iraq and Persia were the centre of political opposition to the Umayyads. But there were economic reasons for this transfer, as Mesopotamia would regain its previous commercial importance due to the revival of trade with India through the Persian Gulf, and the revival of the Silk Road after the conquest of Central Asia. Syria thus became a marginal province, necessary only to link Iraq to Egypt and North Africa. The final days of Haroun Rashid’s reign saw a major development in the Abbasid state. The massacre of the Barmakids marked the end of centralization in the Abbasid Empire and heralded a tendency to decentralize the state in order to better manage it. A few decades later saw a rise in the influence of the professional army, recruited mainly from Central Asia. The assassination of al-Mutawakkil in 862 ce led to a deep crisis in the caliphate as it fell under the control of various contending generals. These generals had been appointed to various provinces of the empire, among them being Ahmad Ibn Tulun, governor of Egypt, whose authoritative rule would lead to a revival of trade via the Red Sea.
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    The revival of trade via the Red Sea led to the rise of Egypt as a regional power for the first time since the Ptolemids. This was coupled with a further weakening of the caliphs of Baghdad, which encouraged the Ikhshidids, successors of the Tulunids, to become virtually independent and acknowledge the Abbasid caliphs only nominally. To ensure their independence in Egypt, the Ikhshidids extended their dominion over southern Syria all the way to Damascus. Though they were twice victorious over the Hamdanids of Aleppo, and twice able to invade the city and capture its ruler Sayf al-Dawla, in 945 and 947, they released him on both occasions and allowed him to regain his domain, as they wanted the Hamdanid state of northern Syria to be a buffer between them and the Abbasids, who came under Buyid control from 947 ce.42 By the year 967 the Fatimids, who had established their state in Tunisia a few decades earlier, were able to extend their control over North Africa and Egypt. By 969 they had moved their capital to the newly founded Cairo and they set themselves to boost trade in the eastern Mediterranean with the Byzantines.43
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    This may explain why the Byzantines expanded their control over northern Syria, as the Hamdanid state became an obstacle to trade coming through the Red Sea and passing through Syria, destined for Anatolia. The defeat of Sayf al-Dawla around the year 966, and his death a year later, came at roughly the same time as Egypt was being conquered by the Fatimids. His successors continued to rule Aleppo until the early eleventh century, but they did so as vassals of the Byzantines.44 Syria now became divided into a northern part under the rule of the Byzantines, a southern part under the rule of the Fatimids, and an eastern part under the rule of the Buyids.
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