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Finishing this volume a while back I was waiting for a window of opportunity through which one 

might envision a possible future from the roots of the “revolt in Syria.” Starr exposes these very 

informatively in his broad cross-section of society.  Such a window seemed to have opened up 

in Geneva around the end of April, but it has now been violently slammed shut in Aleppo.  No 

end is near in sight. 

It had been complicated enough just to figure out who should come to Geneva.  As Starr makes 

very clear singling out an even remotely representative united front was impossible.  There are 

those who will not come to the negotiating table if Bashar al-Assad is invited and those who will 

not come if he is excluded.   There is not much in common between the well-off young men 

who enjoy parading their women in bars and bikinis (many of whom owe their wealth to the 

regime) and those who would not let women out on the street without an acceptable male 

companion and a burqa (and might contemplate joining ISIS). There is, of course, a sizeable 

middle that is amenable to reasonable agreement and to live and let live, but it is too occupied 

with merely surviving (or escaping) to organize.  And any solutions arrived at by those currently 

at the table will not likely ever be broadly acceptable enough. 



Assad’s regime, as Starr notes, is interested only in keeping power.  The uprising Starr 

witnessed in Damascus began, trivially enough, when some school youths, imitating Egypt and 

Tunisia, wrote anti-government graffiti on their school walls.  The security services vastly 

overreacted, taking these youths into custody and torturing them.  Come to retrieve the 

children, their mothers were told they would not get them back.  Two of these mothers were 

arrested—and that’s what galvanized groups of others.  The state, as usual, blamed outside 

agitators, with Israel as the usual suspect.  Getting those Golan Heights back from Israel is likely 

the only thing that would unite all these very different Syrians.  Short of that, though,  Starr 

makes it easy to see why Syria will likely long remain divided.   

All this was entirely unexpected—just late that January Assad had told the Wall Street Journal 

that he wouldn’t face the troubles of his peers in Egypt etc. because he was so close to his 

people.  A couple of months later, in a very rare speech to parliament, he announced 

eliminating the emergency laws.  This should have meant that arrests and detentions such as 

these would stop.  Why it did not and why the security forces incited chaos instead of merely 

restoring order as they did, will long remain unanswered questions.   
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